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Summary 

 Members met with two planning officers 

 LAs are too diverse to be able to have national standards applied to the 
planning process. Robust and strong local development plans are the 
mechanism to give developers and communities certainty in the planning 
process. All planners are clear that that they have sustainable economic 
growth or regeneration as a key objective.  

 In relation to planning fees, there were many concerns about how satisfactory 
performance might be measured given it will likely focus on timescales rather 
than good partnership working and good decision making (or the added value 
that planners can bring to the process).  

Theme 1 – National standards 

 Scotland is a diverse country with different issues affecting different 
communities/local authorities (LA) across the country such as rural and urban, 
affluent and deprived. The Local development plan for each LA reflects these 
issues and concern was expressed that imposing national standards would 
mean local issues would not be tackled as effectively – it would remove the 
LA planners from the process and effectively deliver planning by the Scottish 
Government  

 Some regulatory functions (such as those carried out by SEPA) would be 
easier to deliver through national standards as they are based on a scientific 
approach, planning is more of an art than that and reflects local circumstance 
and priorities e.g. Edinburgh has different pressures than Glasgow so it is 
difficult to compare the two and apply a national standard.  

 A consequence of having 32 local authorities is that you get different 
approaches in different local authority areas (to address local issues), 
although LAs do work together on cross border issues.  

Theme 2 – Economic duty 

 It was acknowledged that the objective of all planners is sustainable economic 
regeneration or growth but planners serve their local authority population and 
those communities have to have a say in the process including when the 
development is not palatable. 

 Partnership working with other regulators is good but their expertise and 
primary statutory responsibility is in heritage or environment and not economic 



 

growth although that may be a higher priority now given the national planning 
framework. 

 Sustainable economic growth will mean different things to different parts of 
the country (e.g. urban and rural, deprived communities vs affluent) There 
was concern about how performance measures would reflect this accurately – 
will it become a tick box exercise?  

 Sustainable economic growth is the overarching theme of the Bill; to achieve 
this will require planning authorities / local authorities to balance complex set 
of competing demands and needs of communities and other stakeholders.  
There is concern that in practice, by increasing central control and monitoring 
of performance with a threat of financial sanction, this would translate into a 
measurable / statistical standard of success or failure with LAs  targeting their 
budgets at meeting that measure irrespective of whether that is good 
planning.  That is to say, too much focus on ‘outputs’ (short term) at the 
expense of ‘outcomes’ (medium to long term).   

Theme 4 – Planning  

  There was a lot of concern expressed about how satisfactory performance 
might be measured. Reasons for this concern included: 

o The planning system works through partnership working between the 
community, planners and developers and given this, it is not always 
within the gift of local authorities to deal with applications within a set 
timescale (and therefore why were only LAs targets in the Bill with a 
possible financial sanction). 

o Planning process is a qualitative process so how can changes to the 
application process be measured effectively (and this will be time 
consuming). Historically there have been many attempts at measuring 
the performance of planning authorities which have subsequently failed 
as they focus on dealing with applications rather than measuring the 
effectiveness of the process. 

o If planning authority isn’t performing and then their fees are reduced, if 
the fees aren’t pooled to that function how will that improve quality?  

o Services provided in-house by LAs are not consistent (large LAs will 
have ecology and heritage experts in-house whilst smaller LAs may 
not) which can impact on the application process. 

o The financial sanctions may result in LAs targeting funding and priority 
on those areas impacting on the agreed planning targets and not on 
providing a good overall service. Few years ago there was an example 
of planning departments being organised specifically to meet the 2 
month target for householder and small applications (if an application 
was near to the 2 months limit then the application was rejected but the 
applicant was given have another free go whilst other authorities chose 
not to focus on the 2 month target if they thought there was a chance 



 

the applicant could get permission through discussion with the 
planners.) 

o Making good decisions is as important as efficiency but the Bill is too 
focussed on efficiency.  

 Considerable efficiencies have been already achieved in planning 
departments through reduced staff numbers, use of new technologies, better 
training of staff and more better understanding of the performance measures, 
not sure what further efficiencies could be achieved.  

 Examples of good practice between local authorities and regulators such as 
developing best practice/ talking to other LAs/ meeting other LAs staff, in 
some cases  administration support for development functions was being 
reviewed to speed up application consideration; 

 Planning fees are not ring fenced to the department (which has budgetary 
targets to meet which are set centrally). Planning fees do not influence the 
planner in doing their job, driven more by providing a good service.  

 How does the sanction provision relate to localism? If fees aren’t ring fenced 
and the LA decides that education is its priority rather than planning then 
resources will be moved to that priority – then the LA could be financially 
sanctioned if it’s planning performance falls. Is the role of the Scottish 
Government to give that sanction given it is for LAs to decide their priorities? 

 Planning fees section – the main focus is taking money away (what about 
rewarding good performance?) 

 How does regulation relate to investment? Not clear that planning is the main 
reason why investment is not happening and if this is the case then would 
financial sanctions actually address this?   

 Within the LAs different departments have different roles in planning process 
– and how these departments are organised structurally can impact on the 
consistency of approach to planning applications e.g. if the roads section are 
not part of the planning department then maybe the approach may not be as 
consistent. 

 The view was that the planning fees section of the Bill should be removed as 
it is unlikely that it would be able to be implemented effectively given the 
diverse economies, climate, and priorities of communities. LAs need the 
ability to respond to their specific development plans which may be different to 
the SG view of national consistency or LA performance.  


