
 
 

COSLA Planning Submission to Local Government and Communities Committee 
 

Introduction 
 

1. The Covid-19 crisis has presented unprecedented challenges to Local 
Government as it carries out its vital role as the anchor for local responses 
directed towards vulnerable communities, children and families, local 
businesses, and our key workers. Implementing measures to tackle the crisis 
have pushed resources and capacity to their limits as Local Government strive 
to protect the public and ensure that business is carried out safely and 
responsibly.  
 

2. Planning is no different and COSLA is grateful for the opportunity to provide 
evidence to the Local Government and Communities Committee to outline the 
challenges faced and solutions that have been implemented by Planning 
Authorities. Since the mid-March the High Level Group on Planning 
Performance (HLG) has met regularly as an officers group, with stakeholders 
from COSLA, Scottish Government, Heads of Planning Scotland (HOPS), 
SOLACE, SOLAR and the Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) in attendance. 
This work has helped to identify barriers and devise pragmatic solutions to 
ensure the planning system continues to function fluidly. Issues identified 
generally relate to public engagement and solutions have been predominantly 
implemented through emergency legislation and temporary changes made to 
statutory regulations, which are outlined in the body of the response. 

 
3. The differences in demographics and economies Local Authorities represent 

across Scotland mean that now more than ever it is imperative that local 
solutions can be identified and implemented to address the unique 
circumstances and challenges facing Scotland’s planning authorities.  

 
4. The findings in this evidence submission are based on research carried out by 

HOPS on their membership and are intended to provide a snapshot of what is a 
rapidly changing situation. It must therefore be noted that the figures used were 
accurate at the time the research was carried out and where a change has been 
expected or anticipated, this has been reflected in the evidence provided. It 
must also be noted that 33 out of 34 planning authorities responded to the 
research. 

 
5. As COSLA have no influence or remit over licencing, we have used this 

response to address the questions posed in the letter as far as possible from a 
planning perspective.  

Response 
• Are councils and their committees still meeting, and in what format?  

 
6. The suspension of committee meetings due to social distancing measures has 

presented a significant challenge to delivery of the planning system in Scotland. 
Two solutions were identified; existing powers allowing Local Authorities to 
amend their schemes of delegation or holding virtual committee meetings. 



COSLA Group Leaders considered the matter on 3rd April and concluded that 
Local Authorities should be free to choose which of the identified solutions best 
suits their circumstances. It was agreed at that meeting that Local Authorities 
who have opted to hold virtual committee meetings would share best practice 
with those who are interested but concerned about digital capacity. 

 
7. There are currently 11 planning authorities who are holding virtual committee 

meetings. A number of others have expressed interest in holding virtual 
committee meetings and are liaising with authorities in order to help other 
overcome technological barriers. As such we anticipate the number of planning 
authorities to hold virtual committee meetings to increase as the lockdown 
period continues.  

 

• How has this affected decision making processes/ Specifically what has the impact 
been on planning and licensing departments? 

 
8. As mentioned above, 11 planning authorities are meeting virtually with more 

expected to follow their lead. A further 10 have confirmed that they have 
amended their scheme of delegation. Local Review Bodies continue to meet in 
6 planning authorities while others are giving consideration to how these can be 
held online, with the number doing so expected to rise. 
 

9. Of those who have amended their scheme of delegation, minimising disruption 
and preventing delays of decision making were cited as common reasons. 
Authorities holding virtual committee meetings maintaining maximum local 
democratic accountability was motivation, particularly regarding major 
applications.  

 

10. COSLA supports planning authorities to implement solutions to decision making 
processes which best suit their circumstances. 

 
• Were councils prepared for digital working, or have investments had to be made 

and if so what impact has this had on budgets? 
 

11. Preparedness for previously unprecedented levels of remote working, and the 
digital solutions required to facilitate this vary significantly between authorities. 
As previously demonstrated, digital capabilities have presented some barriers to 
holding virtual committee meetings and authorities are putting in place 
measures to over come these obstacles. All planning authorities have reported 
that their staff are able to work from home during the crisis with full or partial 
access to online systems and networks.  

 
12. It is too early to comment on the costs associated with any additional 

investments which have had to be made. COSLA Finance are in regular contact 
with Directors of Finance to gather an accurate picture of the financial impact of 
the Covid-19 crisis on Local Government and any costs incurred as part of 
upgrading digital capabilities will be captured as part of this work.  COSLA will 
be discussing additional costs arising from the Covid emergency with the 
Scottish Government, to ensure these are properly understood and fully funded. 

 



• What business relating to planning and licensing has had to be suspended and 
what impact has this had?  

 
13. Planning authorities are making every effort to ensure delivery of a quality 

planning service and avoid suspending business wherever possible.  
 

14. Despite this a number of services have had to be suspended temporarily as 
solutions are identified and best practice shared among authorities. 16 
authorities are no longer accepting or validating paper applications and the vast 
majority are still able meet with customers via phone or video conference. 

 
15. Planning site visits have been made problematic due to social distancing 

measures and they are currently not taking place in 26 authorities. Similarly 
posting site notices has been suspended in 26 authorities, however many noted 
that this was because they were awaiting guidance from Scottish Government. 

 

16. Neighbour notifications are still being sent by 25 authorities, although this was 
often down to access to administrative staff who are able to carry out this 
function. In some authorities it has been identified that staff are printing and 
sending neighbour notifications from home, while others are using third party 
digital methods such as Xerox or Royal Mail.  

 

17. This list is not exhaustive but highlights some of the key areas where 
suspension of business has been unavoidable for planning authorities. COSLA, 
HOPS and other key stakeholders have been working in close collaboration with 
Scottish Government to identify solutions to minimise interruption and 
suspension of business through emergency legislation and temporary changes 
to regulations. This work is ongoing and further solutions to help authorities 
carry on business as usual as far as possible and minimise suspension of 
services.  

 

• Are planning and licensing applications still being processed, and if so, have 
changes been made to processing deadlines?  

18. Again, the situation varies significantly across Planning Authorities. All 
authorities are processing existing applications. Applicants are being invited to 
enter into planning processing agreements where it looks likely that statutory 
deadlines may not be met as a result of requests for additional information 
needed to assess an application. Others have reported challenges, specifically 
regarding paper applications. There are additional challenges posed in receiving 
and processing paper applications which will inevitably cause delays in the 
process and 16 authorities have noted limited or no access to offices to collect 
mail. Planning authorities have recommended that applicant’s use online 
services to overcome this specific issue.  

 
• Are there areas of work where the council expects there to be a backlog of work 

once social distancing measures ease? 
 

19. To date work has focused on identifying and implementing solutions to the 
challenges presented by the Covid-19 crisis. It has not been possible to identify 
backlogs until these solutions take effect and their success is known. Further 



information gathering will be required to identify issues around backlogs, and 
the ongoing collaboration between Local Government and Scottish Government 
can be utilised to provide further solutions to ease these backlogs as soon as 
possible rather than waiting for the easing of social distancing measures.  

 
20. It has been identified that some authorities’ capital programmes have been 

impacted by the crisis and therefore end dates may need to be revised. It 
should be noted that these will be captured by Local Authorities performance 
monitoring and reporting mechanisms as well as Planning Performance 
Framework submissions.   

 
• Can councils share examples of innovation and new working practices in these 

areas? 
 

21. COSLA do not hold information we can use as examples beyond the solutions 
we have developed in collaboration with key stakeholders evidenced in the 
previous answers. We understand that, resource permitting, individual Local 
Authorities have submitted responses to the Committee and we will therefore 
leave it to them to share examples of innovation and new working practices they 
wish to highlight.   

 


