Meeting Notes- Planning Group meeting 5 March 10.00 – 12.00 via Teams

Attendees: Esmé Clelland (RSPB Scotland), Anna Perks (Woodland Trust Scotland), Jonny Wyatt (RSPB Scotland), Nikki Sinclair (APRS), Juliet Caldwell (LINK), Gemma Waters (Buglife), Ashley Buchan (CIEEM), Gavin Corbett (Ramblers Scotland), Jo Riggall (Plantlife Scotland), Calre Symonds (Planning Democracy)

Chaired by: Anna Perks (Woodland Trust Scotland)

Summary of Actions for 5 March Planning Group meeting

	Action No.
	Action
	To be actioned by
	Status

	1.
	Organise a meeting to discuss the ECU issue and possible next steps.

	Juliet
	

	2.
	Draft a letter to Cab Sec on biodiversity metric.
	Deborah
	

	3.
	Draft a response to the consultation on increasing threshold for energy consents
	Juliet
	




1. General updates

0. Acceptance of Previous Minutes & Review of Actions

Previous minutes were accepted.

0. Meetings Attended

APRS held a follow-up meeting with the Scottish Government on battery storage. The Head of the Energy Policy Unit attended.

· No progress was made on biodiversity enhancement.
· Changes to NESO grid connections are gradually taking effect. Letters are being issued in tranches confirming which projects will receive connections.
· Due to confidentiality, it is unclear which projects have secured connections.
· A high level of project attrition is expected, as many consented projects lack the finance to proceed within required timescales.

APRS has published material on its website about data centres, including potential impacts on energy demand and water resources. Members noted that the Scottish Government’s approach to “green data centres” in NPF4 has not been fully thought through.
Scottish Government may publish planning guidance on Biodiversity Enhancement Sites and could launch a call for evidence, depending on government capacity.

Scottish Land Commission - Scotland’s Future Event: Planning Democracy attended the Scottish Land Commission’s Scotland’s Future event. Caroline Brown from RTPI also attended. Both organisations highlighted the need to consider planning issues alongside land reform. The Commission’s current work focuses heavily on land reform, but members noted that large-scale land use change also raises significant planning considerations.
Action: Clare to circulate the Scottish Land Commission’s draft 5-year strategy once available for consultation.

Scottish Government Roundtable - Tier 3 Transmission Funding: Scottish Wildlife Trust and RSPB attended a Scottish Government roundtable on Tier 3 transmission funding.
Key points:

· Scottish Government is exploring whether this funding should be spent strategically.
· Discussions included the biodiversity metric and wider PINK agenda in planning.
· A similar discussion took place previously between government and transmission operators, but eNGOs were only invited to this second discussion.

Members noted that many organisations are currently speaking bilaterally with government, and that Scottish Government may need to take a stronger facilitation role, although there appears to be limited appetite for this.

1. Biodiversity Enhancement & Energy Consents


1. ScottishPower Renewables meeting

A few members met with Suzie Saunders (ScottishPower Renewables) to discuss how stakeholders might work together to call for clearer guidance on biodiversity enhancement in Scotland’s planning and energy consenting systems. Key issues discussed:

National Planning Framework 4 expects biodiversity enhancement, but delivery remains inconsistent. This is creating:
· Uncertainty for developers and planners
· Delays during application processes
· Inconsistent ecological outcomes

Energy Consents Unit (ECU) route
· Unclear expectations on biodiversity enhancement
· Uncertainty around securing enhancement through conditions or obligations

Guidance and tools
· Limited practical guidance
· Lack of standard templates or methodologies
· No clear guidance on proportionality across different development scales

Local authority capacity
· Limited ecological and planning resources affecting consistent implementation

Strategic delivery
· Biodiversity outcomes are often site-by-site, rather than contributing to Nature Networks or strategic restoration

One proposal discussed was to establish a clearer planning principle: Biodiversity enhancement should be expected as standard unless there is clear evidence that it would be inappropriate or disproportionate. The aim would be to move biodiversity enhancement from something negotiated late in applications to normal planning practice.

All-Energy Conference: ScottishPower Renewables has proposed a session for the All-Energy Conference 2026. The session would explore how planning policy, nature finance and renewable development can support biodiversity recovery at a landscape scale. If accepted, the session could provide an opportunity for planners, industry, NGOs and professional bodies to discuss joint messaging and the need for clearer national guidance.

Members agreed that it would be useful to continue discussions with partners about developing a shared position on biodiversity enhancement delivery. However, it was flagged it might be challenging to find alignment on all issues.

ScottishPower Renewables is undertaking significant internal work on this issue and is interested in developing a shared position ahead of the next Scottish Parliament term.
A small group will continue to develop a short shared document identifying key priorities for improving biodiversity enhancement delivery.

1. ECU

Ariane Burgess MSP wrote to the Cabinet Secretary regarding the ECU issue. The response stated that discussing the matter could represent a conflict of interest, meaning ministers could not engage on the issue. RSPB considers that internal routes for raising concerns have largely been exhausted and does not currently have capacity to pursue journalistic routes. It was agreed that a smaller group would get together to consider next steps.

Jonny spoke with Donald Henderson at Scottish Government, who expressed similar frustration and suggested that LINK may need to raise the issue publicly. 

Members discussed whether the Environmental Standards Scotland (ESS) might take an interest in the issue. ESS could choose to investigate, although this might result only in a report or recommendation to government. However, ESS does have powers to require public bodies to take action. An example was noted where ESS investigated a public complaint relating to Ramsar sites and Aarhus compliance. Although the process was lengthy, it was considered helpful.

AP: Juliet to organise a meeting to discuss the ECU issue and possible next steps.

1. Metric

The first stakeholder advisory group meeting took place in January. The next meeting is scheduled for March. Jonny is the LINK rep and noted frustration that terms of reference prevent materials being shared outside the group, which makes it difficult for reps to share with network members.

LINK has established a small sub-group of members interested in the metric. Key issues discussed:
· Clarifying the policy purpose of the metric
· Significant delays to the timeline
· The draft metric consultation is now expected later this year
· The schedule has slipped four times

There are two groups involved in the process: Stakeholder Advisory Group and Scottish Government Steering Group

Many key decisions appear to be made at the Steering Group level. Members agreed it may be useful to write a letter outlining concerns, including the purpose of the metric, the process and timing. AP: Deborah to draft a letter.

Members noted the need to balance getting the metric right with the need to introduce a workable tool soon. Some local authorities are already requesting biodiversity metrics, and a poorly designed metric could create long-term problems.

CIEEM is planning an event with Local Authorities on how NPF4 Policy 3 is being implemented. The first organising meeting will take place soon, and the event may occur in May. This could include discussion of how councils are using biodiversity metrics.

1. Scottish Biodiversity Strategy Tracker

Juliet presented progress on the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy (SBS) tracker which will be launched at the end of May. This tracks all actions with a deep dive analysis to 10-15 actions which are currently being chosen by Conveners and Vice-Conveners. The tracker will be public on the website – opportunity for comms and media.

SBS Delivery Plans are produced every five years. It was discussed how the tracker could help inform development of the next SBS delivery plan. It may also highlight the need for earlier stakeholder engagement. Members noted that some current actions are not SMART, which provides lessons for the next delivery plan.

1. Consultation on increasing threshold for energy consents

Members discussed the consultation on increasing the threshold for energy consents.
This is the first time the threshold has been reviewed and represents a significant opportunity. Some members suggested that more onshore energy consents could be determined by Local Authorities rather than the ECU.

Potential advantages include:
· Greater local democratic accountability
· Ability to include energy development within Local Development Plans
· More strategic local energy planning

Members also noted that Local Authorities currently receive none of the application fees paid to the ECU, despite having to respond to consultations.

Redirecting some of this funding to Local Authorities could help address resource pressures.

An article outlining this position is available on the APRS website: https://aprs.scot/news/call-for-all-energy-decisions-to-go-to-local-authorities-and-be-on-local-development-plans/

AP: Juliet to draft a LINK response to the consultation.

1. Casework

A consultation on accelerating house building has been launched following the housing emergency action plan. Deadline is 30 April. The consultation proposes measures to diversify the housebuilding sector and support smaller developers. Members noted concern that biodiversity requirements may be weakened to support SME developers. Planning Democracy intends to respond.

Planning Democracy attended a workshop organised by the East Lothian Climate Change Hub with major housebuilders, planning officers and community groups. A key issue raised was factoring arrangements, where developers fail to deliver promised environmental features. As a result, some biodiversity enhancements are never implemented. Participants expressed interest in further workshops, potentially on SUDS and green roofs. Members will be informed by Clare if additional events take place.

A housing proposal in Invergordon could impact ancient woodland. The case relates to concerns raised in a Woodland Trust Scotland response, including tree felling within ancient woodland where impacts were not clearly explained. Members discussed whether definitions of ancient woodland in policy could be strengthened. Suzanne Cross recently discussed the House of Rosskeen case at a joint Planning Democracy/APRS webinar.

Members discussed the recent case: Raeshaw Farms Ltd v Scottish Ministers & Energiekontor UK Ltd [2026]. The judgment emphasised that Environmental Impact Assessments should consider projects as a whole, rather than splitting related elements into separate applications. The case involved a pumped storage scheme associated with Loch Ness and Loch Kemp, where related infrastructure had been treated separately.
Raeshaw Farms Limited v Scottish Ministers: A Change of Wind Direction? 

Members discussed the Kirkton Wind Farm decision. The Reporter had considered NPF4 Policy 7 (cultural heritage) less relevant to the case. However, Scottish Ministers ultimately refused the application, citing NPF4 Policy 3 and broader biodiversity considerations. Members noted that Ministers interpreted Policy 3 more broadly, reinforcing its role as a cross-cutting policy in planning decisions.

1. AOB

.

