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SUBMISSION FROM ROYAL TOWN PLANNING INSTITUTE SCOTLAND 

Thank you for the invitation to provide written and oral evidence to the Committee’s 
roundtable session on the proposals contained within the Regulatory Reform Bill to 
make provision to alter planning fees for specific planning authorities depending on 
performance.   

Our oral evidence will be presented on 12 June by Alistair MacDonald who is 
Convenor of RTPI Scotland.  Our written evidence is set out below. 

The Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) is the champion of planning and the 
planning profession.  A charity registered in Scotland and England and Wales we 
work to promote the art and science of planning for the public benefit. We have 
around 2,200 members in Scotland and a worldwide membership of nearly 23,000.  
We: 

 support policy development to improve approaches to planning for the benefit of 
the public 

 maintain the professional standards of our members 

 support our members, and therefore the majority of the planning workforce, to 
have the skills and knowledge they need to deliver planning effectively 

 maintain high standards of planning education 

 develop and promote new thinking, ideas and approaches which can improve 
planning 

 support our membership to work with others who have a role in developing 
places in Scotland 

 improve the understanding of planning and the planning system to policy 
makers, politicians, practitioners and the general public. 

The Role of Planning 
Planning is about creating great places for people.  It does this through providing 
vision on how best to shape our communities over the short, medium and long term.  
Scottish Government is currently reforming the planning system and a key part of 
this is the move towards a plan-led system where development plans provide the 
direction on the future of places.   

It should be borne in mind that the customers of the planning system are not only 
those applying for planning permission.  Any discussion on planning performance 
needs to recognise that planning is a public service that provides a service for 
society at large, as well as those who are directly engaged with it.   

Performance 
RTPI Scotland does not condone poor performance. We share the aspirations of 
Scottish Government, and others, for the improved performance and resourcing of 
the planning system. Our mission is to promote the art and science of planning for 
the benefit of the public which inherently means that we aim to ensure that the 
performance of planners is exemplary.  We believe that a properly resourced 
planning system, working within the right framework, is key to achieving ambitions 
for sustainable development, economic growth and successful places across 
Scotland.  It should be remembered that for the planning service to be effective, all 
three aspects of its statutory activities, namely Development Planning, Development 
Management, and Enforcement, must be functioning properly. 
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RTPI Scotland is disappointed that Ministers intend to pursue a statutory mechanism 
to penalise authorities who they consider under perform in the longer term.  We are 
of the view that a consistently excellent planning system can only be delivered 
through continuous improvement which, amongst other things, involves support for 
poorer performing planning authorities to learn from those that are performing well.  
We do not think that the proposal will work for a number of reasons, namely: 

 It would be counterproductive to withdraw funding from planning authorities that 
need to improve 

 It is currently unclear how Scottish Government will assess whether a planning 
authority has ‘passed’ or ‘failed’ 

 There is a danger that measuring performance will not recognise the complexity 
of situation and the number of players involved and focus only on specific 
aspects of the planning service 

 Varying planning fees between authorities could potentially cause huge confusion   

Withdrawing Resources 
RTPI Scotland is firmly of the view that it will be counterproductive to withdraw 
funding from planning authorities that need to improve.  We feel that Scottish 
Government should seek to incentivise rather than penalise and look to reward good 
performance.  It would be unthinkable that an educational service, for example, 
would have its budget cut because of failure to meet national standards of 
educational attainment.  Given this, we feel that it is imperative that a national 
continuous improvement programme, including a knowledge portal, should be put in 
place, involving all players in the planning system.   

We also consider that it is essential that income from planning fees should be ring-
fenced, used only to fund the planning service or functions supporting it.  It would be 
perverse if any uplift in fees was not passed onto the planning service, since this 
could hinder the goal of performance improvement in planning authorities.   

The assessment of planning authorities’ performance must also be looked at in the 
context of a reduction in planners in post in local authorities.  The most recent figures 
available on staffing levels in planning departments are from the Scottish 
Government Planning Workforce Survey 2010 and show that the number of Full 
Time Equivalent planning staff in local planning fell by over 10% between 2006 and 
2010 (from around 1700 to 1575).  It is likely that staff levels have decreased further, 
and probably faster, since then given continued redundancy programmes. 

Measurement 
It is currently unclear how Scottish Ministers will assess how they judge when they 
“are satisfied that the functions of the authority are not being, or have not been, 
performed satisfactorily”.  There is currently no indication of the timeframes that are 
to be considered for measuring performance – are planning authorities to be 
assessed over a year or a number of years? Does the assessment need to show a 
continued trend before Ministers intervene? 

There is also no detail on the criteria and performance indicators to be used.  There 
is a danger that the lowest common denominator of measures will be given most 
attention, namely speed of decision making.  Speed is an important aspect of 
performance but it is not the only one.  The Planning Performance Framework 
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developed by Heads of Planning Scotland may offer considerable scope to ensure a 
broader and holistic approach to assessing performance is taken given its focus on 
planning authorities being open for business; supporting high quality development on 
the ground; providing certainty; ensuring they have good communications, 
engagement and customer service; having efficient and effective decision-making 
processes; having effective management structures; providing good financial 
management and local governance; and embedding a culture of continuous 
improvement.  However, it will take time to refine processes to a point where there 
can be clear agreement on results and, almost more importantly, agreement on 
priorities for action to generate measurable improvements across a planning service. 
The Institute is willing to work towards such a constructive end, and indeed as the 
representative of the planning profession, we see this as one of the most important 
duties of this professional body.   

It should be borne in mind that the performance of a planning authority is dependent 
upon others, including planning applicants, Statutory Consultees and other parts of 
local authorities. In this context there is a wider need, in the medium to longer term, 
for local authorities, COSLA and Scottish Government to agree a consistent and 
coherent methodology which best assesses the costs of providing the whole 
planning service.   

Another concern is that the performance indicators chosen may focus on the 
development management aspects of the planning system, given that they are often 
seen as the ‘front face’ of planning service.  This would be unfortunate given 
ambitions to promote a plan-led system.  

It is also unclear as to who will be responsible for assessing planning authorities’ 
performance and how they will undertake this.  How will the process of identifying 
poor performance be undertaken and what is the role of high level group formed by 
Scottish Government and COSLA? 

Varying Fees 
The suggestion that each planning authority could have its own set of fees would run 
counter to any move to simplify and unify.  It could potentially cause huge confusion 
across the industry.  Applicants often cite the need for the planning service to 
provide certainty and predictability.  This proposal, if implemented, may make this 
more difficult. 

Implementation 
RTPI Scotland is of the view that the proposals contained in the Regulatory Reform 
Bill on varying planning fees are not necessary.  However, if Ministers are still 
minded to take this forward these proposals they must ensure that: 

 the criteria which establish whether a planning authority has ‘passed’ or ‘failed’ 
are clear, measurable, evidence-based and outcome-focused and examined 
within the context of the newly adopted Planning Performance Framework  

 the assessment of a planning authority’s performance is independent and 
professional and undertaken by a capable organisation with individuals that have 
an in-depth knowledge of planning and the planning system.    

 the process should involve an assessment that works towards constructive  and 
continuous improvement 
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 there is a clear, staged process undertaken which includes opportunities for the 
planning authority and Scottish Government to discuss issues raised from the 
audit and to agree improvements to be made. 

 the assessments are taken forward within a national continuous improvement 
programme, which provides the opportunity for planning authorities to mentor one 
another, to share good practice and innovation, to shadow one another and to 
share experiences.   

 performance improvement strategies bring together all sectors to ensure that they 
are all aware of one another’s needs and perspectives.    

 

Royal Town Planning Institute Scotland 
5 June 2013 


