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Planning Aid Scotland 

Planning Aid Scotland (PAS) is a national charity operating on social enterprise principles, 

working across Scotland to improve the way people engage with the planning system and 

helping people to contribute to their communities. PAS’s focus is on the wider issue of civic 

and civil interaction, looking at policy matters in big-picture terms in the context of - but also 

well beyond - the organisation’s most immediate focus of the land-use planning system. 

 

Through its impartial advice, training and education services, PAS is actively involved in 

raising awareness of the opportunities for all people to be involved in planning, working 

directly with individuals, Community Councils and other community groups. PAS is 

especially interested in planning policy and law; engagement and consultation; and involving 

all groups of society in a transparent and equitable way with planning matters. 

 

PAS believes that when people feel connected to local democratic processes this leads to 

better overall outcomes for individuals and for society. In terms of the land-use planning 

system, PAS has a particular interest in facilitating members of the public to have a say over 

future of their local area - creating places where people want to live, have pride in, and take 

interest in becoming involved in democratic processes. 

 

Planning Aid Scotland welcomes the opportunity to provide written evidence to this inquiry. 

PAS’s particular interest is in point 1 of the Call for Evidence:  

 

Does any action require to be taken to improve the level of public engagement and 

interaction with local government, if so please suggest what action might be 

beneficial. 

 

PAS’s evidence will be presented under the following themes: 

 

1. Local democracy in Scotland: the current picture 

2. The planning system: current opportunities for engagement 

3. Role of Community Councils and community planning 

4. Opportunities for planning to make connections across different policy agendas 

5. Opportunities for change 

  

http://www.planningaidscotland.org.uk/advice/
http://www.planningaidscotland.org.uk/activity/
http://www.planningaidscotland.org.uk/young-people/
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1. Local democracy in Scotland: the current picture 

In comparison with many other European countries (and particularly those in Northern 

Europe and Scandinavia) Scotland has a “top down system” of local government, which is 

reflected in its large local authority areas and often quoted statistics regarding its high level 

of members of population per elected representative. This apparent “remoteness” may 

explain the low turn-out at local government elections and the low number of direct elections 

for Scotland’s most local level of democracy, community councils, who have a statutory role 

in the planning process. This disconnection with Civic Scotland may partly explain why many 

people feel a dis-connect with their “place” and have little appetite to participate in 

democratic structures.  

 

It is encouraging to note that the Scottish Government has an ever-increasing focus on 

place-making and public involvement in places – reflected in the emerging Scottish Planning 

Policy document, and the proposed Community Empowerment (Scotland) Bill. This suggests 

that there is a clear desire at Scottish Government level to bring about changes in how 

people in Scotland relate to their immediate local area and associated structures of local 

government. The most local level of democracy in Scotland is the Community Council – an 

area of public life in which Planning Aid Scotland (PAS) has a particular interest and this 

matter will be examined in more detail in section 2. 

 

In the context of the current inquiry - looking at local government in Scotland from the widest 

perspective - the most pressing question is whether current local government structures 

allow the degree of autonomy and flexibility required for the innovative delivery of the shared 

outcomes of Scottish Government and local government (potentially, this could encompass 

new approaches to public engagement at local level, planning decision-making structures 

and community ownership). Currently, the answer is, they do not. However, given the current 

resource constraints, innovation and new ways of delivery are increasingly necessary. 

 

The issue that needs to be addressed is how - whether through legislative change, guidance 

or sharing of good practice or a combination – a culture can be created where local 

authorities feel able to innovate in terms of how they deliver services and promote a culture 

of public involvement, whilst achieving the Scottish Government’s desired outcomes. 

 

2. Opportunities for engagement with the planning system 

Planning is the area of local government which provides the immediate focus for PAS’s 

work, and PAS’s remit is to promote effective public engagement in this context. The 

Planning etc (Scotland) Act 2006 and subsequent reform of the planning system 

emphasised the need for an inclusive planning system and innovative engagement. 

 

The planning system offers– on a statutory basis - more opportunities than perhaps any 

other area of public life for people to engage in the decision-making process over future uses 

of land in their local area. Some aspects of engagement with planning are largely reactive – 

such as involvement in preparation of local or strategic development plans, or in commenting 

on planning applications, where Community Councils have the right to request to be a 

statutory consultee. Increasingly, community groups are seeking to engage proactively with 

planning processes in putting forward their own ideas about what buildings – or whole places 

- should be like in the future. This is reflected in the Scottish Government’s Charrette 
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Mainstreaming Programme, PAS’s Charretteplus™ model, and the increasing number of 

requests PAS receives for assistance with community led “visioning” processes. 

 

This is not to suggest that promoting engagement in planning is easy. It can often be an 

adversarial process, with decision over land-uses limited by a huge variety of factors, lengthy 

time-scales, and complex processes. However we find that most local authorities do not 

have a defined budget for community engagement. It is also the case that the planning 

legislation currently sets out minimum levels of engagement required, without obvious 

recognition for those who reach higher levels. 

 

3. Role of community councils 

Community Councils are the only type of community group democratically elected and 

therefore occupy an important place in Scotland’s representational democracy; they are also 

made up of volunteers often working with limited resources and support. They are also the 

only type of community group with a statutory role in planning – with the right to request to 

be statutory consultees on planning applications, and as such, are a key player in any 

debate about improving engagement with local government, and an audience with which 

PAS engages in terms of providing advice and training. The comments which follow reflect 

the role of Community Councils under current local government structures, and how things 

could be improved within these structures. 

 

Many areas of Scotland do not have a community council, and it is acknowledged by 

Scottish Government and planning authorities that community council elections are relatively 

rare, that the quality of Community Councils is varied, and that their demographic make-up 

often leaves much to be desired in terms of representativeness. Furthermore, Community 

Councils are generally agreed to be under-resourced (financially and in terms of volunteer 

input), and lacking in time, training and necessary skills to engage with the local community 

as they are expected to do. PAS is also aware that many of Scotland’s people do not even 

know of the existence of community councils, or their role and function within civic Scotland. 

There is a particular issue of lack of contested elections for community councils’ office 

bearer posts which needs to be addressed urgently through awareness raising, proper 

resourcing and a radical shift in how local authorities publicise community council elections. 

 

The education system – as PAS has stated previously – has a key role to play in making 

younger people aware of their right to participate and be involved in shaping their future 

places. 

 

4. Opportunities for engagement in planning to make connections across different 

policy agendas 

Planning, by its very nature, is a cross-cutting discipline, and planning decision-making has 

clear impacts on other areas of local government service delivery and wider policy agendas, 

such as education, health and well-being, food production, community safety, and 

empowerment. 

 

The British planning system was established as part of a public health improvement agenda, 

and the impact of planning policy and decisions on health is on-going. This connection 

continues to be expressed in the current desire for sites for allotments and community food 

http://www.planningaidscotland.org.uk/charretteplus/
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growing spaces. PAS also believes that planning should be taught in schools, focusing on 

wider issues of governance, civic & civil engagement and placemaking, and that educating 

young people about their rights and responsibilities as citizens is one of the key foundation 

stones in improving future engagement with local government structures. 

 

Since 2007 and the establishment of Community Planning Partnerships as the key means of 

service delivery, the question of how land-use planning and Community Planning can have 

closer integration has been widely debated but never resolved. 

 

Local authorities need to integrate Community Planning and land use planning at the local 

level, leading to better placemaking and more efficient delivery of public and private sector 

investment. Scotland can no longer afford for land use planning and Community Planning to 

operate as parallel systems, as the latest Scottish Government Circular on Development 

Planning makes clear. A fundamental part of this integration is about involving local 

communities in decision-making about the future of their places, to feed into development 

plans and Community Plans, as PAS has demonstrated through its Charretteplus™ process. 

 

5. Opportunities for change 

If Scotland wants to achieve better, earlier and more innovative engagement with local 

government, it is clear that changes need to take place. In responding to this inquiry PAS 

does not seek to resolve these questions; however, the inquiry should act as a stepping 

stone and provide the opportunity to ask questions. 

 

Local government needs greater flexibility to make autonomous choices about service 

delivery and how shared Scottish Government and local government outcomes can be 

achieved. It would be possible to make radical change to the whole structure of local 

democracy in Scotland as a means to achieving theses aims – or the current system could 

be re-examined in terms of how in its current form it could better deliver these outcomes. 

 

The examples below are intended only as a demonstration of the wide-ranging discussion 

that emerged during PAS’s consideration of this inquiry: 

 

 Scotland might look directly at applying its own version of the Nordic model and 

aspire to achieve the level of trust in government and elected figures that appears to 

be a result partly of the much smaller areas within which the most local level of 

democracy operates. If the community council model continues, it may be possible to 

look to community council equivalents elsewhere in Europe, some of which have a 

mix of volunteer members and paid/elected officials. 

 

 The seven principles of public life – selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, 

openness, honesty and leadership – should to apply to Community Councillors, and 

their statutory role in the development plan process should be extended. 

 

 In terms of achieving better public engagement on future land uses and other matters 

of concern to local communities, it could be that area-specific engagement processes 

led collaboratively by land-use planning and community planning, with the latter also 

actively involving the various Community Planning partners (police, health, education 
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etc) to help form and inform a vision and future plan and service provision for an 

area. 

 

 In terms of innovative engagement in development plans (a key matter of interest to 

PAS), at the start of the statutory consultation process could there be a possibility of 

drawing up an agreement between promoters of development and local communities 

to identify how to engage with communities, timescales, prioritising matters to focus 

on and closing off certain matters as the process evolves? This would partially mirror 

the pre-application consultation process for major planning applications, as well 

providing a means of assessing participation and developing better and more 

innovative engagement processes. 

 

 The “Enterprise Zone” model could – theoretically - be modified to define certain 

areas with reduced planning controls, in which all/some decisions could potentially be 

taken by elected community representatives, or new legislation could make this and 

other innovative approaches possible. This approach could apply to other aspects of 

service delivery too. 

 

 The award-winning Craignish Community Plan demonstrated what is possible when 

a community takes a pro-active approach to engaging with development plan 

preparation under the system as it currently stands, and when support is provided by 

the planning authority to allow this to happen. PAS believes that there is great scope 

for communities all over Scotland to participate in this type of “visioning” excercise as 

part of deciding how they want their community to develop. 

 

Conclusion: Future Actions 

PAS would like to see this parliamentary inquiry as a first step in addressing this crucial and 

wide-ranging topic. A written inquiry process will provide a wide spectrum of responses, 

opinions and ideas. It might therefore be necessary to establish a commission in order to 

take forward the findings of this important and timely piece of work to identify what could and 

should change, and how. 

 

CONTACTS 

Planning Aid for Scotland would be pleased to respond to any queries with regard to this 

evidence and is always willing to consider a joint venture with the promoters of the call for 

evidence to take forward further research or training on any aspect of the subject which 

relates to the core business of PAS. 

 

 

Petra Biberbach 

Chief Executive 

Tel: 0131 220 9738 

Mob: 07812 103967 

petra@planningaidscotland.org.uk 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2012/09/3576/7
mailto:petra@planningaidscotland.org.uk

