
 
 

SUBMISSION FROM SCOTTISH WILDLIFE TRUST 

Challenges 
(c)  Planning and consents  
- Is the planning system adequately resourced and fit for purpose? 
 
Summary 
 
The Scottish Wildlife Trust asks the Committee to consider whether the current 
planning approach to small scale onshore windfarms (i.e. 1 - 3 turbines > 15 m in 
height) is fit for purpose. Presently, there is no strategic plan to the siting of 
multiple small scale windfarms. In this respect, the planning system is developer 
not plan led.  One local authority has had to process over 100 small scale windfarm 
applications in the last two years.  
 
Small scale windfarms generate only a small proportion of renewable energy 
compared to larger schemes but take up a disproportionate amount of planning 
resources and, by themselves or through cumulative impacts, may have a 
significant and detrimental impact on the environment.  
 
An over-stretched planning system could be a barrier to the Scottish Government 
realising its 2020 renewable energy targets and lead to ‘bad’ planning decisions 
being made (e.g. especially in terms of the environment).  
 
The Scottish Wildlife Trust would like planning authorities to adopt a more strategic 
approach to the siting of small scale windfarms and would like to see a spatial 
framework in Local Development Plans.  
 
Is the planning system adequately resourced and fit for purpose? 
 
Small scale onshore windfarms 
 
The Scottish Wildlife Trust would like to address this question in terms of small scale 
onshore windfarms. By this we mean developments of between 1 - 3 turbines that are > 15 
m in height.1 Such developments are classified as Schedule 2 developments in The Town 
and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) (Scotland) Regulations 2011. 
They are required to be screened / scoped by the planning authority to determine if 
Environmental Impact Assessment will be necessary.  
 
The Scottish Government is aiming for renewable sources to generate the equivalent of 
100 % of Scotland's gross annual electricity consumption by 2020. We would like the 
committee to consider if the current planning approach to small scale windfarm 
developments (which is, in effect, developer led) is fit for purpose.  
 
Energy generation from small scale windfarm developments - how efficient are 
they?  
 
In terms of achieving the Government’s 2020 renewable energy targets, small scale 
developments generate only a small proportion of renewable energy compared to the 
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 Single turbines are increasing in height and can be over 70 m in height. 
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larger schemes. Between 2005 - 2010 there were 17,000 small scale windfarms approved 
in the UK - which cumulatively generated 42.97 MW.2  
 
The total cumulative energy generated is significantly less than one application under 
Section 36 of the Electricity Act 1989 planning application (i.e. the combined total of 
17,000 small scale windfarms generated < 50 MW). 
 
Increased number of single turbine applications 
 
The Scottish Wildlife Trust has noticed a substantial increase in the number of planning 
applications being submitted for small scale developments (particularly for single turbines 
>15 m), compared to larger schemes  and we have experienced a substantial number of 
alerts from members of the public who are objecting to such small scale windfarms. The 
increase in number of small scale windfarm applications has been incentivised by an 
agreeable feed-in tariff.  
 
Of concern to us, is the increased burden the processing of small scale windfarm 
developments is placing on planning authorities (in terms of resources) especially since 
many councils have experienced reduced staff numbers in recent years in response to 
budget pressures (between July 2008 and July 2010, 177 planning staff left the profession, 
75% of whom were professional planners ).3 
 
The Scottish Wildlife Trust questions whether the present system allows planning 
authorities to properly assess the environmental impacts of small scale windfarms and 
indeed the cumulative impacts, when resources appear to be overstretched.  
 
Sample of planning authorities 
 
The Scottish Wildlife Trust conducted a straw poll of planning authorities to determine if 
they had experienced recent difficulties dealing with the number of small scale windfarm 
applications. 
 
One planning authority stated that:  
 
There has been a rapid increase in the number of applications and pre-application 
enquiries for single turbines and small wind turbine schemes which could result (if 
approved) in significant cumulative and visual impacts. My own opinion is that this is a 
concern in terms of the resources we have to deal with the recent increase in workload 
these proposals are generating and the quality of submissions. Generally the quality of the 
supporting landscape and visual assessments accompanying applications for small scale 
wind development is poor, there is a lack of cumulative assessments for submitted 
proposals and, there is a lack of willingness of applicants to engage a landscape architect 
experienced in this field to do the assessments. 
 
In 2011 we received 12 planning applications proposing either one or two wind turbines. 
We also received 20 pre-application enquiries for wind turbine proposals. In order to meet 
the national statutory performance indicators the expectation is that these planning 
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 Up to 50 m in height and generating between 1.5 -100 KW- see Renewable UK’s report:  Small scale wind systems UK Market Report 

April 2011.  
3
  See Audit Scotland’s 2011 Report: Modernising the planning system.   
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applications are determined within two months. Nine of the applications have to date 
resulted in letters of objection/representation. Eight of the applications are not determined, 
three have been determined under delegated powers and one has been determined by the 
planning committee. Where outputs are given in megawatts the total cumulative output if 
these proposals are all consented and proceed would be 1.9 MW.  
 
Another respondent stated: 
 
The Council has experienced an increase in small scale wind turbine applications following 
the availability of feed in tariffs. This has resulted in an increase in development 
management case officer time spent in determining wind energy applications, as well as in 
producing Screening and Scoping Opinions. The majority of these applications require to 
be screened under Environmental Impact Assessment legislations, while some also 
require to be scoped. There is also input from other council officers into the decision as 
they are consulted on planning applications, for example the Biodiversity Officer, 
Environmental Health and protection and others. Although there has been a ‘skilling up’ 
required to deal with these applications an amount of change in types of development 
coming forward is to be expected.  
 
A telephone conversation with an ecologist in another planning authority confirmed that 
there had been at least 80 small scale developments in the last five years. He was 
concerned that the planners in his local authority may not have had the resources to 
consider the environmental impacts of every application (or the cumulative impacts of 
adjacent turbines) and some may be ‘slipping through the net’. 
 
Sample of planning applications in four local authorities 
 
To inform the Committee of the number of applications for small scale windfarms being 
submitted to local authorities, the Scottish Wildlife Trust conducted its own survey, 
sampling four local authorities.4  The search was conducted for the period 1/02/2010 - 
01/02/2012 (i.e. two years)5:  
 
Fife Council has had about 131 applications for 1 - 3 turbines (104 single turbines). In the 
same time period there have also been four applications for 4 turbines, two for 6 turbines 
and one for 5 turbines. 
 
Perth and Kinross Council has had close to 54 applications for 1- 3 turbines (31 single 
turbines). At the same time there has been one application for 9 turbines, two for 4 
turbines and one for 6. 
 
East Lothian has had close to 38 applications for 1 - 3 turbines (19 single turbines). In the 
same period there has been one application for a 4 turbine development and one for a 5 
turbine development. 
 
Stirling Council has had about 28 applications for 1 -3 turbines (24 single turbines). In the 
same period there has been one application for a 6 turbine development. 
 

                                                 
4 For each planning authority the search was conducted using advanced search key word ‘turbine’ and search dates between 

01/02/2010 - 27/02/2012. Wind turbines < 15 m were not included. 
5
 Section 36 applications are not included 
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No strategic approach to small scale windfarms  
 
Scottish Planning Policy (SPP) states that: 
 
Planning authorities should support the development of a diverse range of renewable 
energy technologies, guide development to appropriate locations and provide clarity on the 
issues that will be taken into account when specific proposals are assessed. Development 
plans should support all scales of development associated with the generation of energy 
and heat from renewable sources, ensuring that an area’s renewable energy potential is 
realised and optimized in a way that takes account of relevant economic, social, 
environmental and transport issues and maximises benefits. 
 
SPP also requires planning authorities to set out a spatial framework for onshore 
windfarms of over 20 MW generating capacity. The local development plan spatial 
framework should identify areas where development should and should not occur 
depending on constraints such as environmental factors (e.g. international / nationally / 
locally  designated sites), or where cumulative impacts of existing or consented windfarms 
limits further development.  
 
Under the present system, small scale windfarms fall outwith the above strategic approach 
which means that planning authorities deal with every small scale application separately 
and consider cumulative impacts on a case by case basis.  There is no mechanism to 
decide what the maximum capacity for small scale windfarms is in a particular area i.e. 
when do the cumulative environmental impacts of separate single turbine in an area  
become significant (which when located close together across the landscape can be 
considered as medium sized windfarms)  
  
Disadvantages of the present planning approach to small scale windfarm 
applications 
 
The present system for dealing with small scale windfarms, which generate a 
comparatively small output of (renewable) energy compared to medium sized schemes (or 
larger Section 36 applications), is not fit for purpose. This could be a barrier to the Scottish 
Government realising its 2020 targets. A summary of disadvantages of the present system 
are given below: 
 

 May lead to ‘bad’ planning decisions (e.g. cumulative environmental impacts of 
multiple small scale windfarms may not be adequately considered or overlooked 
completely) 

 Small scale windfarm applications generate a relatively small amount of renewable 
energy but take up a disproportionate amount of planning time 

 Places extra burden on already stretched planning authorities - resulting in longer 
processing times 

 Members of public feel ‘overwhelmed’ with number of applications (which can lead 
to more objections and negative attitudes to windfarms)  

 Leads to developer  uncertainty over whether their planning application is likely to 
be approved 

 The processing and consent of larger scale windfarm applications (which generate 
substantially more renewable energy) may be negatively affected  because of 
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planning authorities having insufficient resources to process medium windfarm 
applications and at the same time deal with the numerous small scale schemes.  

 
The way forward 
 
The Scottish Wildlife Trust believes there should be a spatial framework for small scale 
windfarms in each Local Development Plan and that planning authorities should have a 
live portal for planners, developers and members of the public to view all sizes of windfarm 
applications. Local authorities should also provide developers with guidance on the 
cumulative environmental impacts of small scale developments.  
 
About the Scottish Wildlife Trust 
 
The Scottish Wildlife Trust’s central aim is to advance the conservation of Scotland’s 
biodiversity for the benefit of present and future generations. With over 35,000 members, 
several hundred of whom are actively involved in conservation activities locally, we are 
proud to say we are now the largest voluntary body working for all the wildlife of Scotland. 
The Trust owns or manages 122 wildlife reserves and campaigns at local and national 
levels to ensure wildlife is protected and enhanced for future generations to enjoy.   
 
SWT’s vision for Scotland’s wildlife requires a network of healthy, resilient ecosystems 
supporting expanding communities of native species across large areas of Scotland’s 
land, water and seas.  This can be achieved through: 
 

 Protecting vulnerable areas from further loss 

 Restoring and enhancing degraded habitats 

 Expanding these areas to form an integral part of large-scale, wildlife-rich 
landscapes 

 Having a diverse range of people who are increasingly knowledgeable of, and 
actively engaged in, wildlife and conservation. 

 
 
Scottish Wildlife Trust 
2 March 2012 
 
 


