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Written submission from Dr Sarah Skerratt, Scotland’s Rural College 

We welcome the opportunity to comment on the National Planning Framework 3 
(NPF3) in terms of its implications for rural sustainability. We have subdivided 
our comments using the structure of the NPF3, i.e. firstly in relation to the overview; 
then the four broad Planning Outcomes (Successful and Sustainable; Natural and 
Resilient; Connected; Low Carbon); and finally in relation to Delivery (National 
developments and further Key Actions). We have not commented on all sections 
equally; rather, we have focused on those sub-sections of closest relevance to our 
policy work on rural sustainability. 

Ministerial Foreword and additional introductory comments: 

The overall tone and language of the NFP3 is positive and ambitious, and 
recognises the different contributions which rural Scotland can make, primarily 
through its environmental attributes, economic sectors (food, tourism) and 
renewables. 

 However, we have a concern that rural areas are seen primarily as providers 
of renewable energy, water, food, tourism, biodiversity, etc., i.e. a “resource” 
for the national good, rather than as being drivers of economic regeneration 
through integrated, place-based development (see below). 

It is also good to see the aspiration that statutory development plans, land use 
planning, as well as community planning all “have regard to NPF3”.  

 However, we are concerned that Single Outcome Agreements (SOAs) and 
Community Planning receive no further mention throughout the whole 
document, after their appearance on the initial diagram (where they 
appear as an ‘unconnected box’) and being mentioned on p.ii. Even in the 
Delivery section, there is no mention of SOAs, Economic Development 
Strategies (EDS), Community Planning Partnerships (CPPs) etc. We 
realise that interpretation of the NPF3 will take place at regional and sub-
regional levels, but the lack of explicit integration of these levels within the 
rest of the document is, in our view, an omission which is likely to lead to 
challenges in its implementation. 

It is important that rural areas are differentiated according to the presence of rural 
towns and villages, and coasts and islands.  

 However, we would also like to emphasise the importance of the links 
between these categories (we return to this point below), and that there is 
diversity within such categories which needs to be recognised. 
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Planning Outcome 1: A successful, sustainable place (Paras 2.1-2.36) 

The introductory section notes that community resilience varies across Scotland, 
that Scotland’s population is ageing, and that the amount of house-building has 
reduced in recent years. All of these are pertinent to rural Scotland. It is also 
interesting to note (Para 2.7) that we will have to change our understanding of what 
constitutes a sustainable community, given emerging technologies for renewable 
energy and improved digital connectivity (we return to both these themes below). 

Spatial priorities for Change (Paras 2.12-2.36): it is useful to see outcomes 
differentiated according to type of place, i.e. cities, rural, rural towns, and coastal and 
island communities, since this recognises diversity and that – in policy terms - ‘one 
size does not fit all’. 

 However, it does also raise a concern about ensuring connectivity 
between these categories, e.g. towns and their rural hinterlands, coastal 
areas’ connections with cities, other national strategies and decisions (e.g. 
health) which can connect rural and urban etc. So, whilst we recognise 
that such categories are necessary in order to prioritise potential 
investment or policy decisions etc., we would very much like to see a 
greater explicit expression of connectedness within the NPF3 document. 

We will have vibrant rural areas (2.23-2.27):  

Para 2.23 begins by stating that “rural areas support a number of economic sectors, 
including tourism, food and drink, and other primary industries”.  

 Primary sector industries employ more people in remote rural (15%) and 
accessible rural (10%) areas, than in the rest of Scotland (0.3%) (Rural 
Scotland Key Facts, 2011), and these industries remain vital to the rural 
economy. However, we would welcome mention of the range of other 
employment taking place within rural Scotland, in the secondary sector 
(utilities, mining and quarrying, manufacturing and construction) and 
tertiary sector (wholesale, retail and repair, accommodation and food 
services, transport, financial services, professional, technical and 
administrative services, education and health). The Figure below (from 
SRUC’s Rural Scotland in Focus 2012 Report) illustrates  these data. We 
would therefore argue that the breadth and contribution of these non-
primary-sector elements also needs to be brought more fully into the 
picture of Scotland’s active rural economy. 

http://www.sruc.ac.uk/info/120428/rural_scotland_in_focus
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Figure 1: Employment by Industry Size and in the Public Sector by Geographic 
Area in 2010 

Paras 2.24 and 2.25 (rural housing): We welcome the fact that NPF3 identifies the 
need for different approaches to planning for housing in accessible and remote 
areas, the latter requiring a more flexible approach. We also welcome the Scottish 
Government working with the housing sector to identify innovative approaches, and 
recognising how housing is a “significant factor in sustaining rural communities”. 
Even small numbers of affordable houses, designed and planned appropriately, can 
make a significant difference to the sustainability of Scotland’s rural communities.  

 We would suggest that greater emphasis needs to be placed on this point 
– that without affordable housing, rural communities can move into a spiral 
of decline, since business cannot attract a workforce, younger people who 
wish to live in the area cannot afford to do so. We realise that other factors 
come into play (e.g. availability of jobs and regular transport) but without 
affordable housing, people cannot move into or remain in rural areas and 
as such it is the underpinning factor. 

 We would welcome specific reference being made to the shortage of 
affordable housing. Demand for some types of housing is being met, but 
the continued high level of need evidenced in waiting list and research 
data suggests that this is not the case for affordable housing. Local 
Authorities’ housing needs and demand analyses and Halifax/Bank of 
Scotland reports on rural house prices consistently show that accessible 
rural areas have relatively high house price levels, with growth fuelled by 
commuting amongst higher income households.  Higher house prices lead 
to more severe affordability difficulties for lower income households in 
these areas.  They also feed into higher land prices that housing 
associations cannot afford, working against affordable housing 
development. 
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 In addition to rural enablers, we would like to suggest that the Scottish 
Government should consider support to individual house-building (akin to 
that available to crofters). Current support for low-cost home ownership 
appears to be urban-orientated; there appears to be no support that works 
for individuals building their own low cost homes in rural Scotland. 

 Plans should have targets for housing delivery, including for affordable 
housing, which are sensitive to the needs of settlements in both accessible 
and remote rural Scotland. Progress on meeting these targets should be 
monitored by the Scottish Government and remedial action taken where 
targets are not met. In addition to monitoring planning consents for new 
housing, the uptake of consents and actual housing production should be 
monitored.   

Paras 2.26 and 2.27 (rural towns): NPF 3 recognises the diverse nature of 
Scotland’s towns and notes that the Scottish Government “wants to see the role of 
these towns strengthened and diversified”. NPF3 acknowledges the potential role to 
be played by community ownership of assets, transition towns, increased active 
travel initiatives and new technologies, for example, in strengthening and diversifying 
the role of towns. In addition, we would recommend the following points as being 
extremely relevant when considering NPF3 and rural sustainability: 

 The context for many of Scotland’s towns is changing: increased mobility 
for some (generally the more affluent) town and nearby residents is 
reducing their reliance on their local town, while less mobile, less affluent 
residents find they become more dependent on their local town. However, 
dwindling demand and public sector cuts may be reducing the services 
provided by that settlement. The vulnerability of some key settlements, 
particularly in the South West of Scotland, was highlighted in recent work 
published by SRUC in its Rural Scotland in Focus 2012 report. These 
settlements – providing more traditional ‘lifeline’ services to less affluent 
and mobile local residents – risk a vicious cycle of increasing economic 
and social challenges as the local economy struggles and demand for 
public services grows1. This has important implications for residents of the 
town and the surrounding hinterland. We have to consider, when 
identifying that people live in “accessible rural areas”, what they are, in 
fact, accessible to. 

 While initiatives such as the Town Centre Review and Action Plan are 
welcome, it is important that the focus is not only on town centre high 
streets and the (retail) businesses on them. It is vitally important to 
understand towns within their wider contexts, including nearby (and more 
distant) city regions and the network of rural towns, villages and hamlets in 
their hinterlands. Only by doing this will we be able to take an integrated, 
place-based approach to development, built on the dynamic economic, 
social and environmental linkages and relationships between places – for 
example, in terms of commuting flows, travel to access health and social 

                                            
1
 Carnegie UK Trust and SRUC (2013) Beyond Boundaries: ‘Lifeline’ Towns and Rural Exclusion, 

Summary of the workshop discussion, written by Jenny Brotchie and Jane Atterton. To be published 
shortly.  
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care services, movements of tourists, and flows of public goods such as 
water, clean air, food etc. 

 Typologies may be useful for understanding the current roles and 
functions of towns and their relationships with urban and rural areas 
around them, and for informing appropriate policy responses to tackling 
the challenges faced by towns. However, work to design typologies must 
involve all stakeholders, including representatives of the local community. 
This work also needs to be fully informed by a thorough understanding of 
current processes and how they might be impacting on towns and their 
hinterland residents, including concerns over climate change, public sector 
budget cuts, digital services, increases in the cost of living and transport 
and demographic change. 

 There needs to be much stronger linkages between spatial planning 
(through NPF3 for example) and community planning. This will help to 
promote creative thinking and innovation and will ensure that all actors – 
including the private sector – are engaged from the outset in taking 
forward the vision for Scotland’s urban and rural settlements. 

Coastal and island communities will benefit from new investment (Paras 2.29-
2.36). 

 We welcome the specifics highlighted in this sub-section. We also 
welcome the significance given to the role of key coastal towns “as 
important focal points for investment and transport connections” – this, in 
part, addresses our concern of the ‘compartmentalisation’ of rural (into 
coastal, rural, rural towns) referred to above. 

 All our previous points (above) remain pertinent (i.e. the need to examine 
primary, secondary and tertiary sectors; beyond-town-centre focus; 
affordable housing need).  

 In Para 2.29, we read of links with Scotland’s National Marine Plan, which 
is to be welcomed, particularly given that two of the High Level Marine 
Objectives (HLMO 6 and 9), and seven General Policies (1, 2, 3, 4, 8, 9 
and 14)  make mention of: resilient and cohesive communities; skills 
development and economic vibrancy; and securing and sustaining 
employment. The draft NMP also highlights the need to carry out early and 
effective engagement with communities, and in particular scenario 
mapping, where “Government, planning authorities, developers, and 
stakeholders should be involved” (draft General Policy 4). 

 In addition, the NPF3 highlights the critical importance of broadband and 
airport infrastructure to support communities’ sustainability, both of which 
are to be welcomed. 

 We have a slight concern over the extent of focus on renewables, in the 
sense of this sector almost being seen as the panacea for many rural 
communities. The extent of associated beneficial outcomes will depend on 
many factors (e.g. who makes up the labour force, how benefits are 
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negotiated with the private sector and then distributed, local-level 
governance and capacity for management of income streams, links with 
main  infrastructural hubs etc.). We suggest that these elements need to 
be systematically monitored, in order to maximise the beneficial outcomes 
from this new source. 

Planning Outcome 2: A low carbon place 

Scotland Today, Scotland Tomorrow (Paras 3.1-3.14):  

We welcome the need to recognise the complexities associated with onshore wind 
energy development (Para 3.6), whereby some see that concerns should be 
expressed whilst others see this as “an opportunity to improve the long-term 
resilience of rural communities”. Further, we welcome the fact that there is mention 
of the key roles of both terrestrial and marine planning in facilitating development 
and providing opportunities for communities (Para 3.11). 

 With reference to Para 3.14, we have concerns that there would appear to 
be an assumed “naturalness” about links between (a) a transition to a low 
carbon rural economy (LCRE) and (b) the reduction of social and spatial 
inequalities in Scotland. As stated in our comments above (10e), this is not 
an automatic causal link. In addition to the points we have made, we would 
urge recognition is given to the fact the there are differences across rural 
Scotland in communities’ assets, abilities and capacities to engage with, 
and benefit from, this move towards a LCRE. 

Rural communities will benefit from well-planned renewable energy 
development (Paras 3.22-3.30) 

 Whilst we welcome the noting of relatively high energy costs in rural 
Scotland and the importance and desire of moving towards “low carbon 
living” (Par 3.25), we feel that the language used in this paragraph 
somewhat glosses over the complexities associated with the statements 
being made, with little guidance as to how they might be achieved. For 
example: rural housing stock is known to be generally older and far less 
well-insulated than urban stock, thus making fuel efficiency even more of a 
priority, particularly for the growing elderly population. Proposals as to how 
this might be addressed (e.g. linking with other policies) would be useful. 
Similarly, insights into how planning might support “low carbon living” 
would be useful, for example, in terms of Integrated Rural Transport and 
wider commitment to public transport investment at national and local 
government levels, as well as working with the private and community 
transport sectors. Higher incidence of private car ownership in rural 
Scotland is well documented, due primarily to poor levels/flexibility of 
public transport. So, how NPF3 measures can be linked with others to 
address these issues and opportunities, as well as domestic and transport 
fuel poverty, would then allow the feasibility of low carbon living to be 
explored in an integrated way. 
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Planning Outcome 3: A natural, resilient place 

Scotland today, Scotland Tomorrow (Paras 4.1.-4.11) 

We welcome mention of the Land Use Strategy (LUS) (Para 4.8).  

 However, we are concerned that the LUS is not mentioned in any other of 
the NPF3’s sections, thus it appears to be isolated from other important 
elements of the NPF3 including the over-arching outcomes as well as the 
National Developments and Key Actions of the Delivery section. 

Our response to the NPF3 is overall very positive, and we see it as a good starting 
point to work from:  

 We are pleased that there is a separate “environment section” addressing 
biodiversity, climate change, land, soils, water and historic environment. 

 We are also pleased to see that themes of Climate Change, environmental 
impact, low carbon lifestyles and Low Carbon Rural Economy (LCRE) 
appear throughout the document, i.e. they are integrated within NPF3. 

 As environmental NGOs have highlighted in their responses and evidence 
submissions, there are some concerns that although the outcomes are to 
be welcomed, the translation into how this works on the ground will need 
further scrutiny, particularly in terms of: specific actions; their evaluation; 
and how well such actions are integrated with other policies. 

 As evidence shows, climate change is already taking place, so actions 
need to take place sooner rather than later. This will be key to the 
effectiveness of the NPF3. 

The coasts and islands will capitalise on their world-class environment (Paras 
4.24-4.29): 

 The asset-based points made in this section are all really important. 
However, it would also be useful for the NPF3 to identify, in the document, 
how potential tensions between Section 3.22-3.30 (rural communities 
benefiting from renewables development) and this section might be 
addressed. Although National and Marine Plans are mentioned, there is no 
explicit recognition that there will be tensions and conflicts and that 
processes or routes are in being put in place to address these as this 
sector expands (that expansion having been outlined in NPF3). 

Planning Outcome 4: A connected place 

Scotland today, Scotland tomorrow (Paras 5.1.-5.13) 

The recognition which NPF3 gives to the infrastructural needs of Scotland’s diverse 
rural areas is to be welcomed, including: physical connections (road, air rail); fuel 
options for road transport, including electric vehicle charging points and alternative 
fuelling stations; and high quality fixed and mobile broadband. These are each 
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critical for rural Scotland, and when put in place will allow issues of remoteness, 
isolation, fuel poverty and network access to be addressed.  

Specifically with respect to high-speed broadband, we welcome the recognition of 
the “significant gap between out most and least connected areas… Many parts of 
rural Scotland have little or no connection and require public investment to rebalance 
the distribution of infrastructure” (Para 5.8). 

 A soon-to-be-published report by the Royal Society of Edinburgh focuses 
on the opportunities and rights which digital connectivity affords, thus 
underlining the importance of this investment in connecting homes and 
businesses in rural areas. 

Rural areas will be more accessible (Paras 5.22-5.27) 

As stated, we welcome the recognition in NPF3 of the importance of reliable digital 
connectivity (Par 5.22).  

 We are concerned, however, that the focus is only on the infrastructure, 
since evidence shows that cost/affordability, and its reliability, are 
extremely critical in rural areas. The fact that commercial providers do not 
wish to venture into providing for the small population base means 
competition remains low and monthly costs remain high, thus precluding 
those on lower income from accessing online resources and engaging 
socially and economically online. The costs for small businesses can be 
similarly prohibitive. These must therefore be addressed alongside the 
critical importance of the infrastructure itself. 

We welcome the identification of low carbon fuel options for rural car users (Para 
5.23), and would hope that their affordability is also taken into account (as with 
previous point) in order to address fuel poverty. 

We would welcome exploration about how the NPF3 improved strategic road and rail 
network can support connections between people and communities, and not only 
through such places (Para 5.24 uses the words “gateway” and “corridor” for the 
roads infrastructure). 

We will reduce the disadvantage and distance for our coastal and island 
communities (Paras 5.28-5.32) 

We welcome the fact that improved digital infrastructure is seen as essential to 
support sustainable economic growth and better connect people and communities. 

 Mention is made of mobile digital infrastructure, and we would welcome 
further exploration of that within NPF3 National Developments and Further 
Key Actions (it is currently absent from the Delivery section). 
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Delivery: Further Key Actions 

We welcome Actions 1, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 18, 19, 21, 24, 27, 28 and 29, which all have 
particular relevance to rural Scotland: 

 Our comments concerning these are as we have outlined above (in 
relation to towns, affordable housing, broadband investment and fuel 
poverty). 

Additional comments: 

Overall, we welcome the fact that the NPF3 is seeking to deliver to four high-level 
outcomes that are of critical importance to the sustainability of Scotland’s rural areas, 
and therefore to Scotland as a whole. We would like to highlight a number of areas in 
which the NPF3 could improve its “reach”, both in terms of what it covers, and in 
terms of how it integrates with other policy areas, in order to support delivery of its 
over-arching Planning Outcomes:  

a. There is no specific mention of young people or youth. As is known, rural 
areas face a demographic trend of youth out-migration, and much of what is 
outlined in NPF3 could help to address this. However, in order to increase the 
chances of this, it would be helpful to identify how this might happen, e.g. 
through specific measures. Higher Education is mentioned, but addressing 
youth outmigration through key planning decisions (relating to, for example, 
affordable housing, development of business incubator units which support 
apprenticeships, accessible transport, etc.) is not explicitly noted. 

b. Integration of the NPF3 with other national and rural-specific policies: 
We would like to recommend that the NFP3 identifies linkages and synergies 
with the following national, regional, and rural-specific policies and 
programmes, again in order to improve delivery of high-level Planning 
Outcomes: 

a. Community Empowerment (Scotland) Bill; 

b. SOAs, EDS, CPPs which do not appear to be integrated and are not 
mentioned beyond the introductory pages; 

c. The rural LEADER programme, which is not mentioned at all; 

d. Similarly, the rural Scotland Rural Development Programme (SRDP) is not 
mentioned. 
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http://www.sruc.ac.uk/info/120069/rural_policy_centre
http://ruralhousingscotland.org/
http://ruralhousingscotland.org/

