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Town Centres Planning Pilots Programme
Town centres are at the heart of their communities and can be
hubs for a range of activities.
It is important that planning supports the role of town centres
to thrive and meet the needs of their residents, businesses and
visitors for the 21st century.
The Town Centre Action Plan1 (November
2014) sets out various actions to bring a
focus on town centres.

National Review of Town Centres

Town Centre Action Plan – the Scottish Government response

One of its key themes is Proactive Planning,
the Scottish Government fully embraces
the Town Centres Review recommendation
for a simple, encouraging and pro-active
planning policy in support of town centres.
We committed in the Action Plan that:
We will identify pilots with interested planning authorities who
wish to consider collaboration and test approaches which
could help simplify planning processes in town centres.

The Town Centres Planning Pilots Programme is working with
9 planning authorities and Heads of Planning Scotland (HOPS)
supporting 14 pilots based around 7 key areas, as shown on the
map below.
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This ‘How to’ Guide sets out how to take forward a Simplified Planning Zone for a town centre,
based on Renfrewshire Council’s experience in creating the 1st SPZ for a town centre in Scotland.

What is a Simplified Planning Zone (SPZ)?
A SPZ is an area where the need to apply for planning permission
is removed for certain types of development. A SPZ requires the
preparation of a SPZ Scheme which details the types of development
and nature of uses that are permitted together with any limitations,
conditions and guidelines that a development proposal must comply
with. Should a development proposal comply with the SPZ Scheme
applications for planning permission will not be required.
A SPZ can be used to promote investment in town centres through
supporting a range of developments including the re-development of
vacant stalled sites, alterations and extensions to existing buildings,
changes of use, infrastructure improvements and enhancing the
quality of public realm.
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Benefits of SPZ
Streamlined and simplified planning
process saving time, money and
effort to developers and investors
Positive Development Management
tool using proportionate planning
controls
Promotional tool encouraging
positive investment decisions
through the certainty provided by
the SPZ Scheme
Promotes collaborative working

T own
Centres
F irst

Benefits for Town Centre
Innovative approach to support
Town Centre First Principle
Supports existing businesses and
can attract new investment and jobs
Promotes a mix of uses and
encourages town centre living
Supports place making and
infrastructure improvements

What it doesn’t mean
A loss of standards of development,
amenity or protection for the built
environment. These standards remain or
can be enhanced through a positive SPZ
Scheme.
A SPZ only removes the need to apply
for planning permission, other consents
including Advertisement Consent, Listed
Building Consent, a Building Warrant,
and any licences are still required, where
applicable.
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Project Timeline

4

1

2

3

4

5

Preparation
Work / Screening

Pre–Deposit
Consultation

Preparing Draft
Scheme

Draft Scheme Deposit
Consultation

Adoption

Month

Months

Months

Months

Months

1

2-3

4-6

Scotland’s First Town Centre SPZ was prepared for Renfrew and
adopted within 9 months. Using the Renfrew SPZ model it may
be possible to adopt a SPZ earlier than the estimated 9 months
as time would be saved in the preparation of the Draft Scheme.
A third period of consultation will be required should any
material modifications be made to the SPZ Scheme following
the deposit consultation. This could extend the project time line
to 12 months which should be recognised as a potential risk and
factored into the preparation of a Project Management Plan.

7-8

9-12

A Project Management Plan should be prepared at the
beginning of the process identifying keys steps, timescales
and any risks to delivery.
Further information on procedures which must be followed when
preparing a SPZ is provided in the Town and Country Planning
(Simplified Planning Zones) (Scotland) Regulations 1995 (the
Regulations)2 and the Circular on Simplified Planning Zones3.
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Preparation Work – Selecting the Town Centre
Consider Key Performance Indicators within Town Centre
Health Check including survey of Town Centre uses.
Why is the Town Centre being considered for a SPZ and
what positive results could a SPZ encourage?

•
•
•
•

B-Plan of Renfrew Town Centre
Movement

SPZ Boundary
Movement

Lowering vacancy rates;

Buildings/Structures

A range and mix of uses;

Green Spaces

Improving promotion of a town centre; or,
Enhancing public realm and providing infrastructure
improvements.

Buildings/Structures

Is the Town Centre a suitable location for a SPZ?

•

Initial Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA)/Strategic
Environmental Assessment Screening which needs to be
reviewed as proposals are prepared. If an EIA is required
there will be a need to reconsider the scope of the SPZ.

•

Legislation doesn’t permit a SPZ to cover a Conservation
Area;

•

Consider whether a SPZ is appropriate if there is a high
concentration of Listed Buildings in the Town Centre.
Speak to Historic Environment Scotland early in the
process.

Legend

Green Space
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Monitor planning applications that have been submitted
during the last 5 years within the Town Centre.

•

What types of development/uses are typically being
proposed? This early monitoring will help identify the
types of development and uses that can be permitted
by the SPZ.

What type of Scheme is appropriate?

•

Specific Scheme – gives a permission which specifically
itemises the types of development permitted and the
standards/limitations imposed

•

General Scheme – gives a general or wide permission
covering almost all types of development but listing the
exceptions

•

A specific Scheme was used for the Renfrew Town
Centre SPZ and it is considered that this option is the
most appropriate for a Town Centre.

Consider boundary of SPZ and identify all owners in
the SPZ.
This may require a title search. Time taken to complete
this step will vary depending on the number of properties
within the SPZ area. This should be recognised in the
preparation of the Project Management Plan.

Listed Building Plan of Renfrew Town Centre
Legend
SPZ Boundary
Listed Building Cat. A
Listed Building Cat. B
Listed Building Cat. C
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Preparation Work – Elected Members Engagement
In preparing the Renfrew Town Centre SPZ Scheme Council
planners sought to get Elected Members ‘Buy In’ early in the
process.
The preparation of a SPZ isn’t a complex process
but it is likely to be a new concept for some
Elected Members. It is important to engage
with Elected Members throughout the
process to build an understanding of
SPZs, giving assurance about their
benefits and implications for the
normal Development Management
Feedback
process.
Effective project leadership is
key throughout the preparation
of the SPZ Scheme to articulate
the vision for the town centre and
communicate with all stakeholders
including Elected Members.

Committee

Elected Member training sessions together with one to one
discussions worked well in the preparation of the Renfrew Town
Centre SPZ before seeking formal approval at committee.
Click here for original committee report approved in
preparation of the SPZ.

Buy-In

In using the Renfrew Town Centre example
the potential benefits of supporting
existing businesses and encouraging
investment within the town centre
overcame any initial reservations
Assurance about streamlining planning
controls. However, it is important
to feedback to Elected Members
regularly throughout the process to
keep them informed as proposals
are prepared to maintain ‘buy in’ as
the Scheme progresses to adoption.

Leadership
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Preparing the SPZ Scheme - Engagement
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In preparing a SPZ Scheme the following stages of formal consultation and engagement are required:
Pre-deposit stage before draft
proposals are prepared (2-3 weeks).
Awareness raising and chance to
shape content of SPZ Scheme.

Deposit Consultation once draft
SPZ Scheme is prepared (minimum
6 weeks). Opportunity to make
representations on content of draft
Scheme.

A third period of consultation would
be required should any material
modification be made to the SPZ
Scheme following the deposit
consultation.

Who to consult?
Elected Members

Other Council Services

Owners and Occupiers
in SPZ area

Local Businesses

Local community/
community groups

Key Agencies
e.g. Transport Scotland

Community Council

Scottish Ministers

Top Tip

A SPZ shouldn’t look to grant planning permission for development proposals that wouldn’t normally get consent
within the Town Centre. Its focus is on simplifying the planning process, removing the need for the submission of
planning applications for uses that should be in the Town Centre or investments that the Local Planning Authority
are trying to encourage in the Town Centre. Stick to this and it will be easier to develop an understanding of the
process and secure Elected Members and public ‘Buy in’.
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Top Tips

Consult early and throughout the process, don’t
just stick to the statutory consultation process.

•

Prepare a SPZ Fact sheet.

•

Engage with local groups including
Community Council, Development Trust,
Traders Association etc. Attend Local Area
Committee and Community Council Meetings.

•

Arrange public drop-in days within the town
centre.

•

Door to door letter drops by planning officers
within SPZ area are a good way to raise
awareness and answer any queries from local
businesses/residents (completed in a morning
for Renfrew Town Centre).
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Top Tips

Don’t leave it to the Deposit Consultation to identify any
potential issues with the SPZ Schemes content.

•

Face to face discussions with Key Agencies work best to
address potential issues early to avoid the need to make
any material modifications and develop an understanding
of the Schemes content.

•

Key Agencies informed throughout the process, including
any modifications to the SPZ Scheme, as you work towards
adoption of the SPZ.

Be positive, a SPZ makes the planning process simpler for all
Stakeholders.

10

This approach
resulted in no
objections when
preparing the
Renfrew Town
Centre SPZ
scheme.
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Drafting the SPZ Scheme / Content
When work begins to draft the SPZ Scheme, the scope and
range of permitted developments should be clear following
the initial preparation work and feedback from the pre-deposit
consultation.

The Renfrew Town Centre example can be easily replicated for
other town centres across Scotland, however, it may be necessary
to extend the range of permitted developments depending on
the type of development opportunities within the Town Centre.

Renfrew Town Centre SPZ5 is focused on supporting businesses
by essentially creating a single town centre use class which
permits a change of use for a number of town centre uses. The
Scheme also permits shop front improvements and other minor
alterations allowing new businesses to start-up in the town centre
without the need to go through the normal planning process.

Top Tip

Planning conditions will be required in the interests of amenity and to ensure proportionate planning control remains
for the town centre, however, the Scheme should not be overly restricted by the use of pre-commencement conditions.
A SPZ is aimed at streamlining and simplifying the planning process, which should be reflected in the content of the
SPZ Scheme.
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Uses Permitted by the Renfrew Town Centre Simplified Planning Zone Scheme
Class 1 (Shops)
Class 2 (Services)

Upper Floors

Class 3 (Food & Drink)
Class 4 (Offices)

First Floor

Class 7 (Hotels & Hostels)
Class 10 (Non-residential Institutions)

Ground floor

Flats

Top Tips

Design guides should be used particularly if the SPZ allows for new build development and infrastructure/public realm
improvements. A SPZ can be a positive place making tool for your town centre.
A SPZ relates only to planning permission and other consents are still required. Importantly, advertisements still
require consent. The SPZ scheme should clearly identify that certain types of illuminated and non-illuminated shop
front adverts do not require consent under Schedule 4 of the Advertisement Regulations6.
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SPZ Scheme Operation
Development is approved by the SPZ Scheme where it is in accordance with:

•

Development Parameters (Stage 1) – Includes a table of developments and
uses that are authorised under the SPZ Scheme along with any limitations.

•

Conditions and Guidance (Stage 2) – Includes all Conditions and Design
Guides that a development is required to adhere to under the provisions of
SPZ Scheme and guidance on other statutory controls which remain in force.

•

Notifications (Stage 3) – The submission of notification forms to the local
planning authority.

The provisions of a SPZ Scheme are valid for a period of 10 years from the date
of its commencement.

Top Tips

The SPZ Scheme should be easy to read and understand whereby a developer can use it without having to seek
clarification from the local planning authority.
A simple example of the operation of a SPZ Scheme is provided opposite. Using this example there are three steps that
require to be followed before proceeding with a development proposal.
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Operation of SPZ Scheme

Stage 1 | What types of development are permitted?
What types of development and uses are allowed by
the Scheme and what still requires consent?

Stage 2 | Conditions and informatives
What planning conditions apply to the development
proposal?
What additional information does the condition require?
What else do you need to consider?
– e.g. building warrant, listed building consent, etc.

Stage 3 | Notifications
Notify planning authority of development proposal in
line with SPZ Scheme.
Notify planning authority of commencement and
completion of development.

14
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Notification Requirements
Prior to the commencement of any development under the SPZ
Scheme it is the developers responsibility to ensure that they
have submitted the required Pre-Development Notification Form
together with details of the proposed development and any
information required by a condition attached to the Scheme.

Top Tips

It is also the developers responsibility to ensure that their
development is in compliance with the provision of the SPZ
Scheme, although the planning authority should confirm if
any threshold on the number of uses/floorspace has been
reached. The SPZ Scheme must be clear and easy to use or the
local planning authority will continue to get applications for a
Certificate of Lawful Use or Development which defeats the aim
of a streamlined planning process.

For the ease of users, the local planning authority should make provisions for the notification process to be done
electronically – forms should be put on the Council’s Website.
Make a commitment of time and resources within the SPZ Scheme to respond to the notification forms, any
information required by a Condition and any applications for a Certificate of Lawful Use or Development within a
specified timescale. Remember a SPZ is about speeding up the planning process.
Include within the SPZ Scheme a requirement to submit notification forms on commencement and completion of
development, this will help with future monitoring of the SPZ.
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SPZ Scheme Notifications

1 Submit Pre-Development Notification
Form and any additional information
required by conditions to local
planning authority.

2 Submit Development Commencement
Form to local planning authority.

3 Submit Development Completion Form
to local planning authority.
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Should formal confirmation be required that a
proposed use or development is approved by
the SPZ Scheme, an application for a Certificate
of Lawful Use or Development is required.

An example
of the notification
forms used for
the Renfrew Town
Centre SPZ can be
viewed here7.
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Monitoring
To assess the effectiveness of the Scheme, it is important that
development activity within the SPZ area is monitored annually.
The provisions of a SPZ Scheme are valid for a period of Ten
Years from its date of adoption. After the first year of operation
the local planning authority has the right to propose alterations
to the Scheme including to add to, remove or otherwise alter
planning controls.
Any alteration requires to be subject to further consultation with
those consulted during the preparation of the SPZ Scheme.

Top Tips

The ongoing monitoring of changes within the Town Centre can be used as a Key Performance Indicator in preparing
and reviewing a Health Check and Strategy8 for the Town Centre as well as an excellent feedback mechanism for the
Planning Performance Framework.
An annual monitoring report published alongside the SPZ Scheme is important to communicate any changes
particularly if the Scheme includes specific floorspace thresholds.
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Legend
SPZ Boundary

Resources

Use Class (No. of Units)
1 – Shops (62)
2 – Services e.g. Banks,
Estate Agents, Doctors (29)
3 – Restaurants and Cafes (5)
4 – Business e.g. Office and
Workshop (3)
10 – Non Residential Institutions
eg. Town Hall, Nursery (3)
11 – Leisure (1)
Residential (5)
Sui Generis e.g. Hot Food
Takeaway, Public house (19)
Vacant (7)

Preparation

•

SPZ Scheme can be produced internally by the
Local Planning Authority (6 months – 1 year)

•

Costs vary depending on scope of Scheme
but will include: legal title searches; adverts;
consultation; preparation of supporting
information and publication costs. Renfrew
Town Centre SPZ delivered in 9 months for £10k.

Ongoing

•
•

Monitoring of the Scheme (10 years)

•

Potential increase in Building Warrant
application fees.

Reduction in planning fees income is balanced
by having to deal with fewer planning
applications that normally get consent anyway.

Renfrew Town Centre Ground Floor Plan 2015

Top Tip

Up to date Baseline data for the Town Centre is key in the preparation and future monitoring of the SPZ Scheme.
An example of this baseline data is shown in the plan above which details the types of uses at ground floor
level within the Renfrew Town Centre SPZ.
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Document Links
1. Scottish Government Town Centre Action Plan
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2013/11/6415
2. Town and Country Planning (Simplified Planning Zones)
(Scotland) Regulations 1995
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/1995/2043/contents/made
3. Circular on Simplified Planning Zones
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/1995/08/circular-18-1995
4. Renfrewshire Council, Planning and Property Policy Board
Report, 11 November 2014, Renfrew Town Centre –
Potential Simplified Planning Zone
http://www.renfrewshire.gov.uk/webcontent/home/services/
council+and+government/council+information%2C+perform
ance+and+statistics/agendasminutes_iframe

5. Renfrew Town Centre Simplified Planning Zone Scheme
http://www.renfrewshire.gov.uk/webcontent/home/services/
planning+and+building+standards/development+planning/
pt-renfrewtowncentrespz
6. Schedule 4 of the Advertisement Regulations
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/1984/467/contents/made
7. Renfrew Town Centre Simplified Planning Zone Scheme –
Notification Forms
http://www.renfrewshire.gov.uk/webcontent/home/services/
planning+and+building+standards/development+planning/
pt-renfrewtowncentrespz
8. Understanding Scottish Places Health Check Guidance
http://www.scotlandstowns.org/understanding-scottish-places

