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THE ASSOCIATION FOR THE PROTECTION OF RURAL SCOTLAND

THE PLANNING SYSTEM 
PROTECTING RURAL 
LANDSCAPES
for future generations

PROMOTING SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT
in rural Scotland

RAISING AWARENESS
climate - nature - communities

Planning affects everyone, and everyone has a right to have their say 
about matters that affect their lives.  Planning is about making hard 
choices, balancing the need for appropriate development with the desire 
to protect the landscapes that we cherish. Planning also has crucial 
roles in tackling emissions, halting biodiversity loss, adapting to climate 
change and improving wellbeing. Knowing about the planning system can 
help us all to make informed choices about the future of rural Scotland.

THE ASSOCIATION FOR THE PROTECTION OF RURAL SCOTLAND ADVICE NOTE
www.aprs.scot

APRS
The Association for the 

Protection of Rural Scotland

APRS Campaign Victory 
Scotland to get at least one new Na-
tional Park!
Map showing existing National Parks 

Image: Nigel Rigden/Communities Housing Trust

Affordable sustainable rural       
housing, Cairngorms National Park

http://www.aprs.scot
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The Purpose of Planning

The Planning (Scotland) Act 2019 states that 
the purpose of planning is “to manage the 
development and use of land in the long term 
public interest”.  Anything which contributes to 
sustainable development or achieves Scotland’s 
national outcomes is considered to be in the long 
term public interest.  There are four main parts 
to the planning system:  the National Planning 
Framework; Development Planning; Development 
Management; and enforcement.

National Planning Framework

The National Planning Framework (NPF) is the 
long-term strategic spatial strategy for Scotland.  
This means that it sets out the main developments 
which the Scottish Government (SG) wants to 
see, and broadly where they should take place 
across Scotland.  The current NPF3 was published 
in 2014.  Scottish Planning Policy (SPP) sets out 
the SG’s top-level national planning policies.  It 
contains detailed wording on which types of 
development and use of land should and should 
not be permitted.  The current SPP was published 
in 2014.  The SG is currently working to merge 
the NPF and SPP into a single National Planning 
Framework 4 (NPF4), due in 2022.  Further 
information about this process can be found on 
the Transforming Planning website.

Development Planning

The ‘Development Plan’ for any area comprises the 
combination of the current Strategic Development 
Plan (SDP) and Local Development Plan (LDP) for 
that area.  

Strategic Development Plans

SDPs, prepared jointly by groups of Councils, 
set out general region-wide planning policies on 
issues that cross Council boundaries, including 
housing, transport and employment.  SDPs must 
accord with the NPF; this means that any policies 
and proposed developments they contain must 

be in line with what is stated in the NPF.  There 
are four SDPs, covering the regions around the 
four main cities:  Aberdeen; Dundee; Edinburgh; 
and Glasgow.  SDPs are approved by the Scottish 
Government following extensive consultation with 
the public and interested organisations.  Most 
parts of rural Scotland are not covered by SDPs, 
including for example Argyll & Bute, Dumfries 
& Galloway or the Highlands and Islands.  The 
2019 Act abolished SDPs, which will therefore 
be gradually phased out.  Their place will partly 
be taken by new Regional Spatial Strategies, but 
these will be non-statutory and will cover the 
whole of Scotland.

The Planning System
The main way to influence development in Scotland is through the town and country planning 
system, which is mostly administered by local Councils acting as the ‘local planning authority’.  
The legal basis of the system is set out in Acts of Parliament passed in 1997, 2006 and 2019.

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2019/13/contents/enacted
https://nationalperformance.gov.scot/sustainable-development-goals
https://nationalperformance.gov.scot/national-outcomes
https://nationalperformance.gov.scot/national-outcomes
https://www.gov.scot/publications/national-planning-framework-3/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/advice-and-guidance/2020/12/scottish-planning-policy/documents/scottish-planning-policy/scottish-planning-policy/govscot%3Adocument/scottish-planning-policy.pdf?forceDownload=true
http://www.transformingplanning.scot/national-planning-framework/
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Local Development Plans

Each LDP covers a smaller area, generally the area 
covered by a single Council.  They set out detailed 
policies and proposals in text and maps to guide 
development, showing which land is allocated for 
housing, industry, recreation, conservation and 
all other land uses.  Councils must consult widely 
on their content; all citizens have the right to see 
draft LDPs and to comment on them to the Council 
which prepared them.  The Scottish Government 
has repeatedly emphasised its determination 
for Scotland to demonstrate a ‘plan-led system’.  
This means that if a piece of land is allocated for 
development in the LDP, there is a presumption in 
favour of its development; but if it is not allocated, 
there is a presumption against development and 
this is the most powerful argument against it.  
The most productive time to get involved in the 
planning system is therefore generally during LDP 
preparation, a process known as ‘front-loading’.

After considering all the views which have been 
submitted and making changes, a Council adopts 
the LDP as the basis for planning decision-making 
in its area.  The LDP must accord with the NPF and 
with the relevant SDP.  This means for example that 
if the NPF or SDP allocates a certain number of new 
houses to a Council area, then the LDP is legally 
obliged to find sites where they can be built.   If the 
LDP is relatively old and a new one is being brought 
forward, a Council can sometimes take the emerging 
LDP into account alongside the adopted one.  LDPs 
are published on Council websites, although it is 
often easier to study them on paper, particularly 
the maps, so you can normally get a paper copy 
from your Council or local library.  There is usually 
a charge for this, but Community Councils are 
entitled to a free copy.  Links to current SDPs and 
LDPs are given on the APRS website.

Development Management

Development Management is where most people 
have their first experience of the planning process 
– when a neighbour notification drops through their 
letterbox or they read about a proposed development 
online or in a newspaper.  Development management 
is the system by which any development must 
receive planning permission from the local Council.  
The Council is required to notify neighbours about 
proposed developments and to publish planning 
applications on its website.  To see details of planning 
applications in your area go to your Council’s website 
and search for “view planning applications”.

On receiving a planning application, planning 
officials consult all relevant interests and prepare a 
recommendation, which can be for approval with or 
without conditions or for refusal.  Depending upon 
the scale of the application, the decision is then made 
either by senior officials under delegated powers, 
or by the relevant local Planning Committee, made 
up of elected local Councillors.  Anyone wishing to 
influence this process should therefore contact the 
planning department of their local Council to find 
out the names of the local planning officers and of 
the Councillors on the Planning Committee.  Please 
note that planning departments are sometimes 
called something different such as ‘Development 
Services’ or ‘Environmental Services’ and that 
planning committees also go by various names 
such as ‘Infrastructure Committee’ or ‘Development 
Management Committee’.

It is important to ensure that your views on a 
planning application which concerns you are made 
known, particularly to those who will make the final 
decision.  Councillors are elected to represent the 
views of their constituents, and you should leave 
your local Councillors in no doubt as to what those 
views are if you wish to be successful.  There are 
normally three or four Councillors for each Ward 
– search for ‘Councillors’ on your local Council’s 
website to find them.  Community Councils (CCs) 
also have a statutory role in planning and are there 
to represent the views of the community which 
elects them.  It is important to communicate with 
them to find out how they can support you or how 
you can support them.  You can find your local CC on 
the Community Councils website.

Getting involved in planning is not just about 
objecting to proposals.  Planners actively encourage 
public participation, but it is important to make 
representation at the right time in the process, so 
that views are taken into consideration.  This means 
being aware of deadlines for representations and 
working within the set timescales.  This will result in 
working with planners to help to get what you need 
and want for your community.

http://aprs.scot/links/council-development-plans/
http://www.communitycouncils.scot/community-council-finder
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The Importance of the Development Plan

The single most important point to understand 
about the planning system is that:

Whatever your views about a particular planning 
application, what matters more than anything else 
therefore is to assess what is proposed against 
the detailed wording of the policies in the LDP.  
Planners always refer to the policies and proposals 
in the relevant LDP as the principal basis for 
making their decision or recommendation on 
a planning application.  However, the Scottish 
planning system is ‘discretionary’, meaning that 
Councils can sometimes make decisions contrary 
to the development plan if sufficient ‘material 
considerations’ support doing so.

Enforcement

Councils also have planning enforcement powers.  
This means that they can take action against 
development which either does not have planning 
permission at all, or which does have permission 
but is not being built in line with what was approved 
or with any conditions which were attached.  If 
they decide to do so, Councils can force developers 
to apply for retrospective permission, can stop 
unauthorised development or can fine or prosecute 
those responsible.  In the last resort they can even 
demolish an illegal development and recover the 
cost of doing so from the developer.

Material Considerations

These include issues such as design, landscape 
impact, noise, pollution or traffic.  Other issues, 
such as loss of a private view, potential effect on 
property prices or the identity of the applicant, 
however important these may be to you, do not 
count as material considerations.  Planning Aid for 
Scotland publishes a useful list of what are and are 
not material considerations.

Local Place Plans

The 2019 Act introduces a new right for 
communities to produce Local Place Plans (LPPs), 
with the possibility that these plans, or parts of 
them, could become part of the LDP.  The aim is to 
significantly enhance engagement in development 
planning, effectively empowering communities to 
play a proactive role in defining the future of their 
places by setting out their proposals for the use and 
development of land.  The Scottish Government 
is currently (2021) preparing detailed proposals 
for guidance on how LPPs will be prepared and 
submitted.

Planning in National Parks

The development planning process in the two 
National Parks (NPs) is similar to that elsewhere; 
both the Cairngorms National Park Authority 
(CNPA) and the Loch Lomond and the Trossachs 
National Park Authority (LLTNPA) produce LDPs, 
in partnership with local Councils.  However, 
the development management system differs 
between the two NPs.  In the Cairngorms NP 
planning applications are initially dealt with by 
the relevant local Council.  However, the CNPA 
has the right to ‘call in’ for its own determination 
any applications that it considers may impact on 
the Park’s purposes.  On the other hand, LLTNPA 
determines all applications within the NP.

THE ASSOCIATION FOR THE PROTECTION OF RURAL SCOTLAND
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Councils are legally required to make 
decisions on planning applications in line 
with the development plan unless ‘material 
considerations’ indicate otherwise

Upland landscape, Perthshire

http://www.pas.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/3.-Material-Considerations.pdf


05
 

ADVICE NOTE
THE PLANNING SYSTEM
 

THE ASSOCIATION FOR THE PROTECTION OF RURAL SCOTLAND

National and Major Developments

NPF3 identifies 14 ‘National Developments’, which 
are large and important projects with national 
implications, such as the redevelopment of the 
former Ravenscraig steel works or the promotion 
of the National Long Distance Cycling and Walking 
Network.  The principle of such a development 
is established by its inclusion in the NPF, so any 
public inquiry into a National Development cannot 
challenge it in principle but can only consider the 
detail of what is proposed.  Decisions on these 
projects are made by Scottish Ministers, although 
they are still required to carry out extensive public 
consultation for each development.

Applicants for ‘major developments’ have to 
carry out ‘pre-application consultations’ (PACs) 
to demonstrate that the community has been 
effectively consulted on the new proposals before 
they are submitted.  These PACs are scrutinised 
for effectiveness by the local Council, which then 
decides if the application should be accepted.  
This is intended to give communities better 
opportunities to have their say on large proposed 
developments.

Permitted Development

A certain amount of development is permitted 
without the need for planning permission, for 
example building a minor extension or erecting a 
small shed.  Most agricultural and forestry buildings 
are entirely exempt from planning permission.  
If you are unsure about this matter, your local 
planning officer will be able to give you advice.

Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas

Many rural areas contain Listed Buildings or areas 
of historic or architectural importance designated 
as Conservation Areas.  Development which would 
be considered ‘permitted’ in other areas may 
need planning permission in a Conservation Area.  
Some changes to a Listed Building may need 
Listed Building Consent even if they do not require 
planning permission. 

Potential Benefits

Any development proposal should be weighed 
carefully to consider its impact on the local 
community.  There can be positive as well as 
negative aspects to development:  for example, 
dwindling school rolls can be bolstered by new 
houses bringing young families, as can local shops 
or Post Offices.  The need for affordable housing 
is often a real concern in rural communities.  
Planning policies on affordable housing can 
often be found in SDPs or LDPs.  Opportunities 
for affordable housing, shops or other amenities 
can sometimes be included in a new development 
proposal.  Developments that bring jobs to rural 
communities can boost the local economy.  LDPs 
can provide opportunities to identify locations that 
would benefit from investment which could bring 
jobs and support the local economy.

Infrastructure development Listed building
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Planning Gain

The local Council is sometimes able to negotiate 
with developers to make a contribution to the 
community in return for planning permission.  
This can cover for example the provision of a 
community centre, bike path or play park.  This 
can be an opportunity to tell the planners what the 
community needs and wants if the development is 
to go ahead.

Environmental Assessment

In a small number of cases where proposed 
developments are likely to have a significant 
effect upon the environment, the developer 
must carry out an environmental assessment.  
This is meant to be a balanced and independent 
review of the likely environmental impacts of the 
proposed development, including on landscape, 
biodiversity, cultural heritage and amenity.  The 
results of this process are set out in a report 
called an Environmental Statement (ES) which 

must be submitted along with the actual planning 
application.   The ES is often a complex and 
lengthy document, so the developer is required to 
prepare a Non-Technical Summary, which is often 
the most useful starting point for anyone wishing 
to comment on the proposal.  The ES can often be 
found on the developer’s or Council’s website; it 
can sometimes also be viewed at Council offices 
or local libraries.

Trees 
Trees can be protected under the planning system.  
Tree Preservation Orders (TPOs) can be placed 
on trees in Conservation Areas or with important 
wildlife or historic value.  Trees protected by TPOs 
may not be cut down, trimmed, lopped or wilfully 
damaged without permission of the local Council.  
There are penalties for cutting down a tree covered 
by a TPO.  If you are concerned about the welfare 
of trees in your area, it is advisable to contact your 
local planning department to ask about getting a 
TPO placed on them.  It is important to be vigilant 
if you want to protect the trees in your area from 
development.  It is best to secure a TPO at an 
early stage, rather than to try to stop developers 
from cutting down trees once the bulldozers have 
arrived on site.

Appeals and Hearings

A developer has the right of appeal if their application 
is refused.  Appeals are considered either by a 
Local Review Body (made up of Councillors) or by 
the Scottish Government.  In the latter case this 
is often carried out by an experienced and senior 
planner called a Reporter, from the Department for 
Planning and Environmental Appeals.  However, 
objectors have no right of appeal against a decision 
to approve an application.

Mediation

Mediation is a form of dispute resolution which 
can be used if there has been a breakdown in 
discussions between parties over a planning 
application.  Mediation is conducted by an 
independent, impartial facilitator who can help to 
negotiate a lasting agreement between all parties.  
The Scottish Government publishes a Guide to 
the Use of Mediation in the Planning System in 
Scotland.

National Cycle Network, Galloway

http://www.gov.scot/publications/guide-use-mediation-planning-system-scotland/
http://www.gov.scot/publications/guide-use-mediation-planning-system-scotland/
http://www.gov.scot/publications/guide-use-mediation-planning-system-scotland/
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Further Information
You might also find it helpful to look at the fol-
lowing documents:

• Planning Democracy guide to Responding to 
a Planning Application

• Planning Aid for Scotland Information Sheet 
on Development Management

• Scottish Government Guide to the Planning 
System

• Planning Democracy Community Guide to 
Planning Appeals

Non-Governmental Organisations

Architectural Heritage Society of Scotland
0131 557 0019

Environmental Rights Centre for Scotland

Friends of the Earth Scotland
0131 243 2700

John Muir Trust
01796 470080

Planning Aid for Scotland
0131 220 9730

Planning Democracy

RSPB Scotland
0131 317 4100

Royal Town Planning Institute in Scotland
0131 229 9628

Save Britain’s Heritage
020 7253 3500
Scotland Against Spin

Scottish Civic Trust
0141 221 1466

Scottish Wildlife Trust
0131 312 7765

Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings in 
Scotland
0131 557 1551

The National Trust for Scotland
0844 493 2100

Woodland Trust Scotland
01738 635544

WWF Scotland
0131 659 9100

THE ASSOCIATION FOR THE PROTECTION OF RURAL SCOTLAND
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Other Organisations
It is often very helpful to have your views supported 
by relevant, respected conservation and heritage 
experts, so it is worth contacting them for advice.  
Your views may help them to form an opinion, and 
hearing their perspective will help you decide how 
to make your own representations more effective.  
We include below a list of organisations you might 
like to contact.

Government Agencies

Historic Environment Scotland
responsible for built and cultural heritage
0131 668 8600

NatureScot
responsible for natural heritage including 
landscape, recreation and wildlife
01463 725000

Scottish Environmental Protection Agency
responsible for regulation and pollution control
01786 457700

wooded landscape, East Ayrshire

http://www.planningdemocracy.org.uk/resources/application_guide_PD.pdf
http://www.planningdemocracy.org.uk/resources/application_guide_PD.pdf
http://www.pas.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/2-Development-Management.pdf
http://www.pas.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/2-Development-Management.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/publications/guide-planning-system-scotland/
http://www.gov.scot/publications/guide-planning-system-scotland/
https://www.planningdemocracy.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/PD_PLANNINGAPPEALS_SEPT21_V3.pdf
https://www.planningdemocracy.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/PD_PLANNINGAPPEALS_SEPT21_V3.pdf
https://www.ahss.org.uk/
https://www.ercs.scot/get-advice/
https://foe.scot/
https://www.johnmuirtrust.org/
http://www.pas.org.uk/
https://www.planningdemocracy.org.uk/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/about-the-rspb/at-home-and-abroad/scotland
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/scotland
https://www.savebritainsheritage.org/
https://scotlandagainstspin.org/
https://www.scottishcivictrust.org.uk/
https://scottishwildlifetrust.org.uk/
https://www.spab.org.uk/about-us/spab-scotland
https://www.spab.org.uk/about-us/spab-scotland
https://www.nts.org.uk/
https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/about-us/where-we-work/scotland/
https://www.wwf.org.uk/scotland
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/
https://www.nature.scot/
https://www.sepa.org.uk/
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THE POTENTIAL SOCIO-ECONOMIC 
IMPACTS OF A NEW NATIONAL PARK 
FOR GALLOWAY
 

THE SCOTTISH CAMPAIGN FOR NATIONAL PARKS
AND THE ASSOCIATION FOR THE PROTECTION OF RURAL SCOTLAND

 

Please consider supporting APRS as a member
APRS is a charity which warmly welcomes new members.  Without our members 
and donors our work would not be possible, including the production of this Advice 
Note.  We offer our members invitations to interesting site visits and keep them 
informed of our work through our two newsletters and two e-bulletins a year.  We 
hope that you will consider joining as a member to give us a stronger voice for the 
Scottish countryside.  Please visit our website to join or give a donation.  If you have 
any questions about membership or donations, please do not hesitate to contact us 
at info@aprs.scot

The Association for the Protection of Rural Scotland
Dolphin House
4 Hunter Square  Edinburgh  EH1 1QW

t. 0131 225 7012
e. info@aprs.scot
www.aprs.scot

President: Patricia Macdonald BSc PhD FRSE FSA(Scot) FRSA HonFRSGS HonFICS
Chairman: John Thomson MA MSc FRSA
Director: John Mayhew MA MSc DipTP MRTPI

January 2022

Scottish Charity No. SC016139. A Charitable Company limited by guarantee.  Registered No. 154563

APRS
The Association for the 

Protection of Rural Scotland

lowland landscape, Angus

https://aprs.scot/support-aprs/
http://info@aprs.scot
http://info@aprs.scot
http://www.aprs.scot/

