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The Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Green recovery 

Submission from Historic Environment Scotland 

Do the principles of sustainable development (as set out in the annexe), and those for 
a resilient recovery, as proposed by the UK Committee on Climate Change, provide a 
comprehensive framework for guiding an effective green recovery in Scotland? 

Yes. The historic environment has much to contribute to a green recovery, and these 
principles provide a framework in which it can do so.  However, it must be stressed that the 
historic environment is as much part of the environment as the natural environment, and in 
Scotland these two aspects are inextricably linked.  Environment should not be equated to 
natural capital without recognition that cultural heritage plays a role in natural capital. 

We note the recent report, “Towards a Robust, Resilient Wellbeing Economy for Scotland: 
Report of the Advisory Group on Economic Recovery” which equates environment with 
natural capital and does not mention the historic environment. Scotland’s cultural heritage 
can play a key role in a green recovery and - as one of Scotland’s existing strengths and 
assets - should be seen as an enabler, supporting a green recovery rather than as a barrier 
as this report suggests.   

What are the key barriers to delivering a green recovery (within your sector and / or 
community)? 

The assumption that a green recovery must necessarily require to build new or more 

We support the recommendations of the Infrastructure Commission (2020) who have 
concluded that 80% of the infrastructure that will be used in 2050 already exists today. They 
also found that the proper maintenance of existing assets will ensure that they perform more 
effectively during their lifetime – and that rebuilding is not always the best option. 

A taxation system that disincentivises the maintenance, repair and refurbishment of 
existing buildings 

The UK’s Value Added Tax (VAT) system imposes up to 20% tax on the repair, maintenance 
and refurbishment of existing buildings. New-build developments are tax free. Tax structures 
should be reviewed to provide parity for the use and adaptation of existing buildings. This will 
trigger a range of wider benefits around reuse, retrofit and adaptation, including social and 
economic benefits and resource efficiency and ensure that the development and building 
sectors can contribute to the green recovery and play their part in meeting the 2045 carbon 
targets. 

Lack of investment in heritage-led development and regeneration.  

We note the Climate Emergency Response Group’s (CERG) report ‘Eight policy packages 
for Scotland’s Green Recovery’ and the policy priority to improve our cities and towns but 
there is no mention of the fact that Scotland’s cities and towns help tell the story of Scotland. 
We support the principle that our cities and towns should be made more liveable – but the 
role the historic environment can play needs to be explicitly recognised. Local authorities are 
recognising this with examples emerging from around Scotland such as Glasgow City 
Council’s city centre living strategy. This aims to double the residential population in the 
centre by 2035, by repurposing of redundant commercial space including heritage buildings 
rather than building new. It also acknowledges the value of high-quality public space for 
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people’s lives and wellbeing. National government should also recognise that looking after 
our existing assets – including our heritage assets - through appropriate care and 
maintenance regimes is a priority if we are to meet climate change targets. 

‘One size fits all’ rapid retrofit programmes 

While we would support a major investment in this area, a “one size fits all” energy efficiency 
or adaptation retrofit programmes that does not acknowledge that traditional/historic buildings 
perform differently to modern ones. A universal approach could have detrimental and 
unintended consequences on the historic environment by locking in greater carbon 
emissions, undermining the green recovery. 

Skills shortages and lack of investment in the Scottish traditional materials industry  

Over recent years there have been reports of skills and traditional materials shortages facing 
the historic environment sector and the construction sector. There is widespread industry 
concern that a lack of appropriate skills and a sustainable, secure supply of indigenous 
traditional materials in the future could impact on the management, protection and 
conservation of the historic environment and its ability to maximise its contribution to a green 
recovery.  

What key policies, actions and immediate priorities are needed to deliver a green 
recovery (within your sector and / or community)? 

The Historic Environment Policy for Scotland (HEPS) identifies a need for management of 
the environment to be more holistic. It recognises the benefits of taking a broader, long-term 
view of how we manage our assets, and this shift in thinking is urgently required in order to 
plan effectively for a green recovery which is fair for all. Conservation of the historic 
environment supports good environmental practice, provides rewarding work and maximises 
resource efficiency. We recommend any proposals for a green recovery specifically includes 
the historic environment as an enabling factor. 

The priority must be the good management of our existing assets – our buildings, 
infrastructure and our land, many of which are historic assets.  This is best achieved through 
a well-resourced, plan-led system working to the principle of ‘the right development in the 
right place’, rather than market-led development. The fourth National Planning Framework 
can and should set the context for this. 

How should the 2021/22 Budget support a green and sustainable recovery and avoid 
locking in carbon; and what funding is needed in the ECCLR portfolio to deliver a green 
and sustainable recovery? 

The historic environment plays a significant and often underestimated role in Scotland’s 
economy and can provide sustainable, skilled and rewarding employment. Any budget should 
recognise the contribution that the historic environment can make to a green and sustainable 
recovery and recognise the impact that current and future climate change is having on it. 

General response 

Historic Environment Scotland is the lead body for protecting, understanding and sharing 
Scotland’s historic environment, for today and for the future. Our vision as expressed in our 
corporate plan Heritage for All is that we want to use the past to make a better future. We 
want the historic environment to make a real difference to people’s lives: to our health, to our 
economy, to our culture, to our environment. We want heritage to involve everyone so that 
we all benefit. 


