
 

SUBMISSION FROM WEST COAST ENERGY LIMITED 

Introduction 

West Coast Energy Ltd. welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the committee’s 
deliberations on the draft NPF3, SPP and the related Wild Land 2013 Map 
published by Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH). We also fully support the 
representation on this consultation by RenewableUK and Scottish Renewables. We 
have structured our response on the Economy, Energy & Tourism Committee’s 
questions that relate to renewable energy in Scotland i.e. the SNH Wild Land 
mapping and the separation distance between settlements and Areas of Search for 
wind farms. For more details on our comments below, please refer to our 
submission to the SNH Core Areas of Wild Land 2013 Map Consultation Paper in 
December 2013 and our submissions on SPP and NPF3 (attached).  

Scotland is world renowned for its landscape qualities and thriving renewable 
energy industry, and we recognise that we must strike a balance between the 
development of the sector and providing appropriate protection to its most valued 
landscapes. It is for this reason that we as a renewables industry accept the 
designation of national parks and national scenic areas as areas where no further 
development of onshore wind farms will be likely to be permitted. We are however 
very concerned about the proposal to use Core Areas Wild Land mapping as a tool 
for future planning for wind farm development, as well as the proposal to extend the 
boundary between settlements and areas of search for wind farms from 2km to 
2.5km.   

The lack of a definition of wind farm in draft SPP is also likely to lead to 
misunderstandings of intend. Similarly the draft does not make clear if all references 
in 218 and 219 are to wind farms or whether some would apply to any form of 
onshore wind development.  We suggest that a definition of wind farm should be 3 
or more turbines with a minimum installed capacity of 1.5MW. 

Core Areas Wild Land mapping as a tool for future planning for wind farm 
development 

Protecting Scotland’s natural heritage and environment is high on the agenda for 
the renewable energy industry when developing projects. We believe that it is 
crucial that the complex issue of ‘wild land’ is taken into consideration as a part of 
this process in order to safeguard the character of Scotland’s most sensitive 
landscapes. A number of mechanisms and designations already exist to do this. 
However, it is clear that, although ‘wild land’ is an important policy consideration, it 
is not a statutory designation.  

We do not agree with the Scottish Government’s proposal to use the SNH mapping 
work to identify more clearly those areas which need to be protected. We feel that 
the introduction of the SNH Core Areas of Wild Land (CAWL) 2013 Map could set a 
dangerous precedent by introducing controls over diverse areas of land and act as a 
barrier to well-sited, responsible developments which could be of great benefit 
locally and nationally. We see more value in a map which can identify areas where 
the highest wildness qualities can be experienced as defined by a robust 
methodology and can be appropriately protected by policy.  
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The mapping of wild land as included in NPF3 has caused some significant concern. 
This map, which is based on previous work to create ‘search areas for wild land’, 
increased its coverage with no consultation. This initial map defined a total of 13% 
of Scotland’s land mass as being areas that could be ‘wild land’. The current map 
within NPF increases the land coverage to 20% and explicitly defines those areas 
as ‘core areas of wild land’. This is extremely concerning for West Coast Energy Ltd.  

We have provided a detailed submission outlining our concerns with the Wild Land 
Map and its application.  These include the validity of the model; the robustness of 
the assumptions and the fact that the model assumptions do not appear to have 
been tested. Given the gaps in the methodology, SNH has in our view failed 
completely to demonstrate that the assumptions are robust. We also have further 
concerns, given that the mapping of core areas had not been subject to consultation 
and the resultant CAWLs do not have any detail on the wildness qualities that each 
core area has that would warrant policy protection.  

Should the maps proceed as drafted, it would be impossible for developers to know 
what it is about a given Core Area that has led to it being identified as such, or 
indeed what qualities it is that need to be protected. The result is that the Core 
Areas have the potential to amount to a blanket ban on development. This is 
contrary to the spirit of the present SPP and indeed the revised draft SPP, both of 
which make it clear that development should be permitted where environmental 
constraints can be satisfactorily addressed. The danger is that development within 
Core Areas will be deemed unacceptable without any proper assessment of the 
extent to which there is an impact on any wild land characteristics which may (or 
may not) be present. Should, as we have proposed, CAWLs be remapped 
according to a robust methodology that focusses on the areas with highest wildness 
qualities and more accurately reflecting the name Core Areas or Wild Land, the 
question becomes one of the degree of policy protection that is appropriate.  If SPP 
requires that development plans afford such areas Group 2 ‘Significant protection’ 
then effectively a blanket ban on onshore wind farm development will most likely 
follow. West Coast Energy ltd. considers this would result in very significant 
curtailment of the potential contribution of the onshore wind sector to the economy 
and in attaining climate change related targets.   Whilst recognising the value of the 
wild land resource we consider it more appropriate to consider CAWLs as a Group 3 
constraint for the purposes of development plan preparation. This will allow 
appropriately designed projects to come forward within CAWLs for consideration of 
the impacts against the wildness attributes of the CAWL and the development plan 
policies on protection of those values.  Areas of Significant Protection in current 
SPP have focussed around national and international designations.  The proposed 
list in Group 2 ‘Areas of Significant Protection’ (para 218 of draft SPP) is much 
wider, thus placing a wide range of restrictions on likely developable areas.  You 
have asked for particular comment on the wild land issue and that is why we have 
focussed on requesting it be moved to Group 3, though there are other elements in 
Group 2 that seem unnecessarily restrictive. 

West Coast Energy Ltd. would prefer SPP to prompt development plans to be clear 
in the detail of the policies regarding the indirect effects on CAWLs. While we 
welcome the strong statement in SPP that buffers are not to be applied to 
designations there are nevertheless indirect effects which can adversely affect a 
designation or other area of land. While it appears that CAWLs will not be 
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designated, and we welcome this approach, the indirect effects on CAWLs may be 
key consenting issues in development management. SPP can be used to 
encourage those drafting development plans to focus attention on how indirect 
effects will be considered. 

West Coast Energy Ltd. recognises the strategic importance of highlighting areas 
which can be subject to checks to ensure that proposed developments do not 
produce unacceptable impacts. Given the feedback on the SNH map as part of this 
consultation, we suggest that the following changes be made to the presentation of 
wild land within both SPP and NPF and that SNH should ensure that the map is 
being used in an appropriate manner. The changes below should ensure that 
developments within Scotland which do not have unacceptable impacts are able to 
be taken forward, thus encouraging the right development in the right places without 
imposing undue restrictions  

We recognise that the SNH map has a purpose in the planning system, however, 
we propose the following changes to its name and its position within that framework:  

 Remove the link between the SNH Wild Land mapping and SPP until the 
mapping is considerably revised;  

 In para 218 of draft SPP move wild land from a ‘Group 2’ to a ‘Group 3’ areas 
in spatial frameworks for onshore wind; 

 Provide greater clarity that development can be taken forward in areas 
described as wild land where there are shown to be no unacceptable 
impacts.  
 

The proposal to extend the boundary between settlements and areas of 
search for wind farms from 2km to 2.5km 

Current Scottish Planning Policy promotes the use of a 2km separation distance 
between towns and villages and areas of search as a positive policy tool for use in 
local authority spatial plans, which helps to identify areas where wind farms of more 
than 20MW may be more acceptable. This has always been with a clear direction 
that it should not be used as a tool for development management decisions and that 
wind farm proposals outside areas of search should be determined case by case on 
their own merits.  

Under existing legislation, wind farm applicants are required to conduct an 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). This process is designed to identify and 
assess the potentially significant environmental, social or economic effects likely to 
result from a development proposal. As a well-established part of the planning 
process, transposed from the 1997 EU EIA Directive (which has recently been 
revised), the EIA process and the resulting Environmental Statement are given 
detailed consideration in assessing the individual merits of a wind farm application. 

This statutory assessment, conducted in parallel with detailed local consultation 
(including local communities, Councillors, planners and other stakeholders) at an 
early stage in the pre-application phase is designed to ensure that potentially 
significant adverse effects are mitigated for each specific application and area. 
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During the formal assessment of a planning application, each potential planning 
constraint will then be assessed at a project specific level and the extent of each 
constraint clearly justified through the EIA process. West Coast Energy Ltd. 
supports this approach under which local authorities make decisions on a case-by-
case basis, in line with trusted policy and guidance. 

By requiring planning authorities to introduce a proposed separation distance of 
2.5km between cities, towns and villages and any wind farms (not just areas of 
search, areas of search for 20+MW wind farms or indeed wind turbines themselves) 
and including those zones as "areas of significant protection", the proposed 
community separation distance policy as set out in the current consultation 
represents a significant departure from this positive approach.  West Coast Energy 
Ltd. therefore strongly objects to this approach.  The proposed wording is unclear 
whether the intent is to that the separation distance should apply to spatial planning 
for all scales of wind developments. In particular whether it applies to only wind 
farms greater than 20MW and what the definition of wind farm is in this context.  Our 
view is that using a separation distance in spatial planning within development plans 
for all wind farms is unwarranted.  While requiring spatial planning for all types of 
wind developments may be a useful outcome from the revised SPP it cannot come 
with a ‘one size fits all’ approach.   Identifying ‘areas of search’ for large wind farms 
will require different criteria and different values for those criteria compared to 
identifying areas suitable for small Feed in Tariff scale wind farms. 

Given that there is currently no statutory definition of a town or village and a 
negative policy position towards onshore wind has been adopted by some local 
authorities, we believe that the newly proposed community separation distance of 
2.5km as an area of significant protection will provide an opportunity to prescribe 
against development of a large proportion of Scotland’s available land area, by 
attributing the community separation buffer to any settlement, however small. The 
existing 2km separation distance in SPP for identifying ‘areas of search’ for wind 
farms over 20MW is already misunderstood by many members of the public and is 
misused by those objecting to applications through the development management 
process.   

Any separation distance from sizeable settlements will be arbitrary.  There did not 
appear to be any evidence behind the current 2km distance, other than it appeared 
in PAN45.  There is less evidence that 2.5km is an appropriate distance to use for 
spatial planning purposes. The combination of the drafted Group 2 ‘areas of 
significant protection’ presents a confused policy position which on one side 
appears to direct onshore wind development away from remote landscapes and wild 
land and on the other to direct it away from existing settlements. While we agree 
that impacts on both of these constraints are important considerations during 
development plan and management stages, we do not feel that the use of policy at 
this level should serve that purpose. The result will be considerably fewer wind 
energy projects being developed. For completely different reasons the impact of 
Electricity Market Reform on the sector is likely to be significant, adding to a 
potential slowdown in the sector. 

West Coast Energy Ltd. therefore urges that the ‘community separation distance’ be 
removed from the group 2 ‘significant protection’ constraints as set out in Scottish 
Planning Policy, and revert to the current approach of using a separation distance 
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as a positive policy tool to inform areas of search for large wind farms.  As well 
established parts of the planning process, we consider detailed pre-application 
consultation and EIA to be the most appropriate methods of creating well designed 
developments in the most appropriate locations. 

Conclusion 

Scotland is world renowned for its landscape qualities and thriving renewable 
energy industry, and we recognise that we must strike a balance between the 
development of the sector and providing appropriate protection to Scotland’s most 
valued landscapes. At the same time, based on national policy and the principles of 
sustainable development, wind energy is essential for working towards achieving 
the EU 2020 renewable energy targets and the UK’s 2050 climate change targets. 

West Coast Energy Ltd. is deeply concerned with the approach to protecting the 
areas of Scotland with the highest wildness characteristics as drafted both in the 
NPF3 and SPP.  While we accept the principle of wild land, we do not accept that 
the areas identified in the current map accurately identify those areas of wild land in 
need of some form of extra policy protection, due to the lack of transparency and 
rigour in developing the maps. In addition, we are very concerned about the 
proposal to extend the boundary between settlements and areas of search for wind 
farms from 2km to 2.5km, as there is no evidence for why such an increase would 
result the ‘better’ spatial plans.  This is a particularly strong concern as the proposal 
appears to be a move from just applying to wind farms over 20MW but to applying to 
all wind farms.  This is compounded by our deep concern that policies proposed in 
the draft SPP, and those likely to appear in the future, will seriously constrain 
sustainable development of renewable energy infrastructure in Scotland. 

West Coast Energy Limited 
January 2014 
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Comments of West Coast on Draft Scottish Planning Policy-Consultation Draft  
Consultation Question 1  
 
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 growth?  
WCE welcomes confirmation that sustainable economic growth remains at the core of the Scottish 
Government’s purpose and the recognition that the planning system needs to play a positive role in 
delivering this growth both at the national and local level. The four Policy Principles set out in 
paragraph 17 are therefore welcomed.  
 
The Government should however issue planning advice on economic benefits and in particular on 
how planning weight can be ascribed to them as a material consideration. Related to this would be 
greater recognition of community benefit offered by developers as material in the planning process. 
In this regard paragraphs 222 – 224 are welcomed (see below).  
 
It is welcome that the planning system is given a positive role in the economic recovery. Planning 
advice is needed to ensure that the consideration of economic benefits as a material consideration 
is undertaken on a consistent basis across Scotland.  
 
Natural Heritage  
Paragraph 141  
This policy should be more clearly worded as “it will not adversely affect the integrity of the area or 
the qualities for which it has been designated;” potentially suggests that any adverse effect on the 
qualities of the designation would mean the ‘test’ had been failed. Confusion may arise particularly 
with NSAs where the special qualities of NSAs are key definitions of the site. It is suggested that the 
wording is replaced with “it will not adversely affect the integrity of the designated area, having 
considered the impacts on the qualities leading to designation;”  
 
Delivering Heat and Energy  
The policy principles and restatement of the targets to be achieved in the drive towards the low 
carbon economy are welcomed. However WCE would strongly urge that paragraph 208 be revised 
to provide that the planning system gives positive support to this transformation and not just 
support it.  
 
Consultation Question 16  
With reference to paragraph 218 and subsequent groups, do you think that the proposed 
increased community separation distance for wind farms of up to 2.5 Km is appropriate?  
For wind energy related developments it is often the landscape and visual impacts which are key to 
planning determinations. Most such development proposals are outwith sites designated for their 
landscape or biological value i.e. Group 1 or 2 constraint areas. Therefore the impact on non-
designated landscapes is frequently the key consenting issue.  
 
The draft SPP hinges its advice in this area on paragraphs 131, 132 and 216-219 which offer little 
guidance on what might be considered acceptable. Above this the first policy principle in paragraph 
126 states “facilitate positive change while maintaining and enhancing distinctive character;”. While 
this may have some meaning it would usefully benefit from further advice. Paragraph 128 
specifically identifies support for enhancement of degraded landscapes. The advice on development 
plan preparation in para 128 benefits from the new inclusion of Group 3 constraints in paragraph 
218 and the last bullet point on high sensitivity landscapes. While some recent development plans 
have included updated landscape character assessments the requirement for new plans to define 
sensitivity of landscapes is welcomed. The contemporary appreciation of sensitivity to wind turbine 
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developments, and the new baseline situations, which are now frequently significantly different to 
those when the Landscape Character Assessments (LCAs) were written, mostly in the late 1990s, 
means that continued reliance in some parts of Scotland on old LCAs is unrealistic and unreasonably 
disadvantageous to developments in those areas. We would suggest that the guidance on 
development within the original LCAs is often substantially out of alignment with contemporary 
acceptance of wind turbine developments in the landscape. Many landscape character types will 
remain of high sensitivity to development, including wind turbines. However, it is also likely that 
new LC assessments, in the context of the widely varying scales of wind development being seen 
across Scotland, will recognise the scope to accommodate different scales of development in 
different LCTs. The Wind Energy Capacity Study for Argyll and Bute Council is an example of a local 
authority taking a robust landscape character based approach to spatial planning for wind 
developments.  
 
Group 1 constraints  
In terms of the areas where wind farms will not be acceptable, it is assumed that the reference to 
wind farms means developments of more than one wind turbine and does not relate to community 
developments within these designated areas? SPP should clarify the definition of wind farm. It is 
suggested that in this context wind farm would mean more than one turbine and turbine height of 
the wind farm (i.e. more than one turbine) was greater than 30m to blade tip.  
 
Group 2 constraints  
In respect of group 2 constraints, policy should reflect the fact that in areas with cumulative wind 
farms there is often capacity to accommodate additional capacity without spreading development 
into areas where there are no wind farms at present. This clustered approach can be seen emerging 
in some Spatial Strategies such as South Lanarkshire. The principal aim should be to prevent wind 
farm clusters from coalescing so that there remain gaps between areas of wind turbine 
development in the landscape. However, these wind turbine clusters can often accommodate 
further development without significant landscape harm.  
 
Community Separation  
With regard to the proposed new community separation distance of 2.5km, WCE does not 
consider that this is appropriate and we therefore strongly object to this approach.  
Current Scottish Planning Policy promotes the use of a 2km separation distance between towns and 
villages and promotes areas of search as a positive policy tool for use in local authority spatial plans 
and this helps to identify areas where wind farms might be acceptable. The principle has been that 
the separation distance concept should not be used as a tool for development management 
decisions and proposals should be determined on their own merits.  
 
WCE has significant concerns that this new criterion will be utilised by certain local authorities to 
remove the opportunity for wind farm development from large parts of Scotland’s land area and as 
such it is a very negative policy which is going to be open to wide interpretation and mis-use.  
The proposed community separation distance of 2.5km is considered to be a very blunt instrument 
for policy at this strategic level and is therefore not justified. It is also understood that it is not 
evidence based (Planning Minister speech at Scottish Renewables Conference 25 June 2013). The 
publication of the existing 2km figure has seen it both misunderstood and being misused by those 
people objecting to wind turbine developments and it has caused confusion for people who 
subsequently saw wind energy developments consented after objecting on this basis.  
 
WCE would therefore urge the Scottish Government to remove the community separation 
distance from the Group 2 significant protection constraints and continue with the current 
approach of using a separation distance as a positive planning policy tool to develop areas of 
search.  
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Consultation Question 17  
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 and 
protecting the natural environment and managing visual impacts on communities?  
WCE is extremely concerned about the new proposed approach to preparing spatial frameworks. 
This approach is considered to not now strike the right balance between the protection of the 
Scottish landscape and local amenity and the important need to continue to support the 
development of onshore wind electricity generation which is crucial to sustainable economic 
growth and security of supply.  
 
It is accepted that the current approach is not ideal as the areas of search that have resulted and 
the scales of development suggested as being acceptable have led WCE to conclude that policy at 
the local level in some Local Development Plans and Supplementary Guidance has been developed 
to the extent that it is not in line with current SPP. Furthermore there is a concern that some 
planning guidance has been utilised in the decision making process whilst in draft form or without 
full public consultation and endorsement by Scottish Government.  
 
Having regard to the above WCE is therefore extremely disappointed to see that the draft SPP has 
increased significantly the number and level of restrictions that Local Authorities should consider as 
being required for significant protection. This approach if implemented in the new SPP could 
seriously threaten future investment in onshore wind in Scotland and place an increased planning 
barrier to the transition to a low carbon economy.  
 
Areas of significant protection have in the past largely been defined by national and international 
designations which could be mapped with a high degree of confidence. But the revised SPP could 
have a number of new constraints which in our view have no place in development planning and 
require detailed examination at the development management stage to identify whether and how 
an application has an impact on them. WCE is of the view that potential constraints like core areas 
of wild land, cumulative impact, community separation and aviation and defence are issues that are 
not important. However it is our view that introducing these new considerations within this 
category indicates that they should be afforded the same level of protection as the other Group 2 
constraints without consideration as to the intrinsic value of the receptor, what the level of any 
impacts might be or the means by which impacts can be mitigated.  
 
Our strong view is that these important considerations should be considered and assessed on a 
case by case basis by the planning determination process. WCE therefore respectfully asks the 
Scottish Government to remove these new considerations from the list of areas of significant 
protection and instead to issue guidance to Local Authorities for the appropriate level of 
assessment required to identify whether any specific onshore wind development will have any 
adverse effects on these potential constraints.  
 
Wild Land  
WCE accepts that Wild Land is an important policy consideration, but as it is not a statutory 
designation, therefore objects to the inclusion of Core Areas of Wild Land as a Group 2 constraint 
area of significant protection. The core areas of wild land map has been defined from the previously 
utilised “search areas for wild land” which identified approximately 13% of Scotland as areas that 
could potentially be wild land. The newly defined areas increase this area to 20% and define them 
as “core areas of wild land”. There is no explanation of the methodology that has been used to 
define the factors that contribute to a sense of wildness and the inclusion of areas that were 
previously recognised as having a lower wildness score into the Core Areas suggests that a 
subjective judgement has been used to define the Core Areas. This matter is compounded as there 
has been no formal consultation on the proposed areas.  
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The draft SPP suggests that development will not be acceptable if significant effects cannot be 
substantially overcome by siting design or mitigation. This implies a presumption against 
development in Core Areas.  
 
Paragraph 129 requests that Development Plans identify and safeguard wild land, which in reality 
could result in the extension of the Core Area to include larger areas of additional land. As the only 
cross reference to wild land as a constraint is in relation to on shore wind farms, this is seen as 
totally unreasonable as the wildness of land is likely to be affected by many other types of 
development.  
 
WCE respectfully suggests to Scottish Government that the definition of Core Areas of Wild Land 
be re-considered within draft SPP and removed from the Category 2 restrictions.  
 
Consultation Question 18  
Do you think the SPP could do 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?  
WCE is committed to the principle that communities should share in the benefits of the local 
generation of renewable energy and we have developed innovative partnership arrangements with 
communities in Scotland to ensure that this principle is delivered. This has included community 
turbines and a significant percentage share in the operating profits of our wind farms. More 
recently we have also developed more strategic initiatives such as our ground breaking Fuel Poverty 
alleviation partnership with Energy Action Scotland. We are therefore supportive of the Scottish 
Governments target for 500MW of community or locally owned renewable generation by 2020 and 
believe that partnerships with communities on commercial scale projects can have an important 
role to play in the achievement of this target.  
 
Greater weight should however be given than at present to the economic benefits of community 
schemes, such as economic benefits which communities derive from investment to fund community 
initiatives, including that offered by developers as community benefit. Currently the blurring of 
definitions remains. The draft SPP promotes voluntary community benefit offers from developers, 
particularly in the wind sector but emphasises the need to rely on Circular 4/2009 for what 
constitutes material considerations. SPP could identify more specifically the types of benefit that 
would be considered material and specific reference should be given to the need to give some 
planning weight to the instances where there is a clear legal partnership between communities and 
developers and importantly, the economic and social benefits of community investment. The 
current fudge around community benefit does help instil confidence in the system. Developers 
mostly recognise the need to support the communities in which they wish to work. Their varied 
efforts to do so should be explicitly recognised by the planning system. For instance it would be 
useful if SPP could give guidance on whether a locally controlled fund or company, as a subsidiary of 
the primary development vehicle, would be considered to : “.. fairly and reasonably relate to the 
particular application.”  
 
For community schemes, SPP should make it clear that the use of funds to support other policy 
aims, such measures to foster economic recovery in a locality are related to planning and should be 
capable of being material planning considerations. 
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