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Written evidence from the Badenoch & Strathspey Conservation Group 

As a local conservation charity of over 30 years standing serving the district of 
Badenoch & Strathspey and committed to the principle of wise use, we welcome 
the opportunity to submit comments. 

We consider that both conservation and planning are important matters for 
decision makers concerned with rural affairs, climate change and the 
environment.  In particular we consider improved planning has a key role to play 
in helping meet the challenge of halting biodiversity loss, which we consider 
needs to be considered as vital for Scotland’s future. 

Engagement 

We consider the section on engagement in the draft SPP2 could be strengthened 
by greater emphasis on in-depth engagement with communities, especially in 
relation to local development plans.  

We are very aware of the importance of the Aarhus Convention and we are 
concerned that  

Aarhus Convention compliance should be reflected in the policy principles.  

We are concerned that fast decision making can result in important and 
avoidable errors being made through cutting corners. Good decision-making 
processes should be founded on securing the necessary evidence base and the 
timely identification of information gaps. One fundamental component of this is 
having sufficient environmental information available at an early stage in the 
process, so that environmental impacts can be properly assessed at the earliest 
possible stage. This is important in sensitive sites, where high biodiversity 
interest and complex ecological processes need to be taken into account. 

A specialist environmental court or tribunal (which we note the present 
Government is committed to consulting on) could help to create a fairer and more 
streamlined system in deciding planning appeals. 

We consider that a vital part of a properly functioning planning system should be 
rights of appeal. In this context we would wish to see the introduction of third 
party right of appeal. By taking this step planning standards are likely to be 
improved at a stroke. 

We note that the Scottish Committee on Administrative Justice and Tribunals 
Council has recommended that an independent planning tribunal should be set 
up to hear appeals from ‘routine’ planning decisions. 

We consider that high standards of transparency have a key role to play in 
facilitating meaningful public engagement. Specifically, we consider that making 
transcripts of planning meetings publicly available would facilitate this.  
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Sustainable Development and Sustainable Economic Growth 

We are concerned that too much emphasis is placed on economic growth in the 
NPF and the SPP. A healthy and safe environment is a major contributor to our 
well-being, including our economic prosperity, in both the short term and long 
term. This should be reflected in planning policies. 

We are concerned that the pursuit of economic growth must not override 
environmental protection and more judicious use of natural resources. A case of 
national and international concern with which we are familiar is the excessive 
scale and pace of built development in the Cairngorms National Park. The 
Cairngorms National Park  is disproportionately significant in terms of the 
biodiversity it supports. Here some of the richest areas of Scotland in terms of 
biodiversity are being allocated and approved for housing, mostly open market 
housing; this includes an entire new town. To make wise use of Scotland’s finite 
land resource, the top tier sites such as National Parks should be treated 
differently from other areas. In NPs the planning authority should not have to 
meet requirements for the same level of  housing provision that apply to other 
areas. The current scale of development in the Cairngorms National Park is 
incompatible with Scotland’s commitment to halting biodiversity loss.  

Three examples from the Cairngorms National Park are provided: 

 The River Spey supports an internationally important population of the 
globally threatened freshwater pearl mussel, a species that is highly 
sensitive to water quality and quantity and is dependent on salmonid fish. 

 The pinewoods of Strathspey support over 75% of the UK population of 
the endangered capercaillie, a species that is vulnerable to disturbance 
and fragmentation of its habitat.  

 The Scottish Wildcat is critically endangered and has a stronghold in the 
low ground of the Cairngorms National Park. 

It is evident that the prospects of retaining these significant assets and restoring 
them to favourable conservation status can all too readily be undermined by 
inappropriately located development. 

We support the inclusion of a clear and internationally recognised definition of 
sustainable development in the SPP, as well as the clear commitment to 
continued support for the UK shared framework for sustainable development, 
including the need to live within environmental limits. However the use of the 
term “sustainable economic growth” is a key concern since it can easily be taken 
to mean “continued economic growth” without reference to impacts on society 
and the environment. We consider that the term “sustainable economic growth” 
should be replaced with “sustainable development” throughout both documents. 
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Planning in National Park 

A key concern is the inclusion of a presumption in favour of development in the 
Cairngorms National Park, where it is vital that planning should achieve a much 
higher level of environmental protection.  

We welcome the acknowledgement of the primacy of the 1st aim of National 
Parks (to conserve and enhance natural and cultural heritage) over other aims in 
the event of conflict. However, we note with deep concern, that there is a weight 
of evidence to show that the Cairngorms National Park Authority to date has 
failed to apply the principle of the primacy of the 1st aim. The Authority is 
pursuing development at a level that is threatening natural capital and has shown 
itself to be over eager to downplay both the primacy of the 1st aim and real 
conflicts between the 1st aim and other aims. 

We also welcome the emphasis on planning decisions reflecting the primacy of 
the 1st aim of National Parks.  In this context we deplore the degree to which the 
Cairngorms National Park Authority continues to only pay lip service to the 1st 
aim and the poor standards of planning process that the CNPA exhibits. It is a 
matter of record that in the Cairngorms National Park the 1st Development Plan 
was not consistent with the 1st Park Plan. The biggest development of a new 
town of 1500 houses in a National Scenic Area was not mentioned in the 2007 
Park Plan. Yet the Chief Executive of the CNP was one of the architects of the 
legislation. 

BSCG considers that it is vital that Scotland's national parks should be protected 
from excessive scale of development. Scotland's National Parks have been 
designated as such for their outstanding natural heritage qualities. NPF3/SPP 
should ensure that these are not eroded. These qualities are under intense 
development pressure as a result of the desirability of development in such a 
high quality environment.  

At present in the Cairngorms National Park, nearly half of the Top 26 species 
selected for focussed conservation action by the Cairngorms National Park 
Authority in their new Cairngorms Nature Action Plan are due to be impacted on 
by developments already approved or allocated by the CNPA.  As things stand at 
present, we consider it is completely unrealistic to hope that important 
biodiversity (including Scottish wildcat, capercaillie and the mining bee Andrena 
marginata) is not going to be lost from part or all of the CNP.  

The CNPA has repeatedly explained to BSCG that the Authority is constrained 
by the wishes of the Scottish Government about how many houses it has to 
allocate for in the CNPA’s Local Plans. BSCG strongly recommends that National 
Parks should be treated differently from other Planning Authorities to reflect the 
important purpose for which National Parks were established.  
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BSCG strongly recommends that NPF3 should focus new housing in national 
parks only  on meeting genuine local need and that the current model of 
providing large numbers of open market housing with a far smaller number of 
'affordable' houses should be abandoned. This model has not worked and is 
resulting in substantial areas of Scotland's highest quality and most biodiverse 
land being built on with excessive housing that includes a significant proportion of 
second homes. Far from National Park status conserving and enhancing natural 
heritage, it is leading to its loss by increasing development pressures through the 
designation enhancing desirability. 

BSCG considers that the introduction of residency criteria for new build housing 
is a realistic, achievable and justifiable model for delivering housing need in 
National Parks and providing sufficient homes for our future population without 
compromising the very reasons for designating our National Parks.     

Climate and energy  

We welcome the emphasis in the SPP and NPF on delivering a low-carbon 
Scotland and on meeting climate targets. However NPF3 fails to deliver on these 
commitments in a number of areas, particularly transport, and SPP does not 
reflect the urgency of the need to decarbonise throughout the subject sections. 
The planning system must aim to reduce the need to travel in the first place. 
While we welcome the commitments on walking and cycling, and the removal of 
national development status from the Hunterston power station, we consider the 
inclusion of capacity-enhancing airport developments as national developments 
is ill considered.  

Unconventional gas 

We welcome that the new draft Scottish Planning Policy (SPP) has removed any 
presumption in favour of unconventional gas that could have been read into the 
previous SPP. However, we are concerned that the NPF3 suggests coalbed 
methane in the Central Belt could contribute to secure energy supplies in the 
medium term. We consider it undesirable to pursue a new source of fossil fuel, 
given the continued failure of CCS development and the urgent need to learn 
from the latest climate science. 


