
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 

Petition Number: PE1383 

Main Petitioner: Helen McDade, on behalf of the John Muir Trust (JMT) 

Subject: Better protection for wild land 

Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to improve the 
protection for the best areas of wild land by introducing a new national 
environmental designation. 

Background 

In February 2009, the European Parliament called upon “the Commission and 
member states to devote special attention to the effective protection of 
wilderness areas”, as well as to “give a special status to and stricter protection 
for wilderness zones in the Natura 2000 network”. Following this the EC held 
a conference which noted the need for a clearer definition of wilderness and 
wild land; guidance and action on increased legal protection for „wilderness 
qualities‟; and, a register of wilderness and wild areas, including threats and 
opportunities and their economic value. 
 
The UK Government ratified the EU Landscape Convention in 2006 (ELC).  
The Convention's aims are to promote protection, management and planning 
of all landscapes.  The Scottish Government states that it is “satisfied that 
existing legislation and administrative systems for land use planning and 
environmental management provide appropriate means for meeting the 
obligations and objectives set out in the ELC”. 
 
The National Wilderness Preservation System of the United States was 
established by the Wilderness Act 1964, which defines wilderness as an area 
“untrammelled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain”. 
In December 2010, the US Government restored protection for wild public 
lands by creating a new classification known as “wild lands”.  These differ 
from “wilderness” designations, because in some cases they can 
accommodate energy development and mining.  Wilderness areas cannot be 
modified, except by congressional legislation. 

Scottish Government – Existing Legislation and Designations 

There are a number of national natural heritage designations in Scotland; of 
these, National Scenic Areas (NSAs) are the most relevant to consideration of 
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this petition.  NSAs are areas of Scotland which are nationally important for 
their scenic quality, however they do not specifically relate to wild land.  There 
are 40 of these, mainly in remote and mountainous areas.  The Scottish 
Government states: 
 

NSAs have been recognised within the planning system since 1980 via 
a number of planning circulars and directions and are primarily 
regulated through planning controls.  […] 
 
Section 263A(2) of the Town and Country Planning (Scotland) Act 1997 
(as introduced by the 2006 Planning Act) requires planning authorities 
to pay special attention to the desirability of safeguarding or enhancing 
the character or appearance of an NSA when exercising any powers 
under that Act in relation to any land within that NSA. 

 
The National Planning Framework 2 for Scotland recognises the importance 
of wild land: 

 
Some of Scotland's remoter mountain and coastal areas possess an 
elemental quality from which many people derive psychological and 
spiritual benefits. Such areas are very sensitive to any form of 
development or intrusive human activity and great care should be taken 
to safeguard their wild land character. 

Scottish Natural Heritage  

SNH‟s Policy Statement “Wildness in Scotland‟s Countryside,” considers the 
main attributes of wild land to be “natural character, remoteness and the 
absence of overt human influence”.  These areas are thought to be limited 
now to the “more remote mountain and moorland cores, on the most isolated 
sections of the coast and on uninhabited islands”.  A mapping exercise in 
2002 depicted the areas considered as „remote‟ by their relative distance from 
public and private roads as well as areas where wild land is most likely to be 
found. 

Scottish Government Action 

In November 2010, a study conducted by the Wild Land Research Institute at 
the University of Leeds for the Scottish Government was published.  This 
sought to research, describe and analyse the status of wild land in Scotland.  
One of the key findings in the Scottish context was that whilst: 
 

the groundwork on developing national policy definitions of wild land 
has already been laid […], there is a need for a common and rigorously 
defensible definition of wild land in Scotland. 

 
The report states that: 
 

In Scotland, effort to safeguard wild land has focused on maintaining 
the qualities that are valued for recreational use, in particular by 
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managing potentially intrusive built development through the planning 
system rather than, as across many parts of continental Europe, where 
safeguarding “wilderness” is strongly driven by nature conservation 
centred on biodiversity. 

 
Furthermore: 
 

Areas of wild land character in some of Scotland‟s remoter upland, 
mountain and coastal areas are very sensitive to any form of 
development or intrusive human activity. As pressures increase on land 
resources it will be important to identify these areas and agree what 
should be safeguarded. 

 
Environment Minister Roseanna Cunningham met with John Muir Trust on 14 
September 2010 to discuss JMT proposals for a wild land designation.  

Scottish Parliament Action 

The following motion was debated in the Chamber on 9 June 2010: 

S3M-06227# Peter Peacock (Highlands and Islands) (Scottish 
Labour): Hill Tracks in the Scottish Uplands— That the Parliament 
notes with concern the number of engineered hill tracks appearing in 
the Scottish uplands, particularly in the Highlands; notes that such 
tracks can be constructed without planning consent when justified as 
being for agricultural, forestry or repair purposes; further notes the 
growing number of concerns from hill walkers, ramblers and 
mountaineers and members of the wider public about the intrusion of 
these tracks into the natural landscape and the impact on otherwise 
wild land; considers that, given the importance of the Scottish uplands 
for current and future generations, this warrants greater scrutiny of 
proposals for such tracks within the planning system; recognises the 
legitimate rights of farmers and crofters to continue to construct tracks 
for their purposes on what will generally be lower-lying land than 
considered to be a problem in this context; notes that Heriot-Watt 
University reported on these issues in March 2007, and would welcome 
the urgent mapping of tracks by reviewing current knowledge of track 
location and control provisions and consideration of future possibilities 
for greater control of developing hill tracks and the criteria under which 
any greater controls might operate.  

 
 
 
Rudra Kapila and Alasdair Reid  
SPICe 
13 January 2011 
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SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings 
with petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments 
on any petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk 

Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is 
correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these 
briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent 
changes. 
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