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Planning for Scotland – citizen views 

The planning system is the leading public policy determinant of our surroundings – what 

land is used for, what places look like, and how we can access jobs, transport and 

amenities. In caring for our natural heritage and historic places, the planning system is 

therefore of great interest to the National Trust for Scotland. The Scottish Government’s 

proposed planning bill1 is an opportunity to improve the care of Scotland’s places. To 

better understand public perceptions of how well the planning system is delivering, we 

commissioned research in August 2017 with a representative sample of the Scottish 

population. The results show there is still much to be done to get a planning system that 

people have confidence in, and that delivers the kind of places that they want.  

Key findings 

 The majority of Scots – 60% - feel they have no influence on planning decisions 

affecting their local area. Twenty-seven percent felt they had a little influence, and only 

9% a reasonable amount of influence.  

 For the historic environment, only 41% of respondents thought that their local historic 

character had been protected or enhanced by the planning system. 

 Similarly, only 47% of respondents thought that their local greenspaces and natural 

heritage had been protected or improved by the planning system. 

 Community priorities for planning go much further than the current Scottish 

Government emphasis on housing, with outdoor areas (49%), housing (47%) public 

facilities and shops (46%) and transport (40%) all identified as needing improved 

delivery .  

 Equal rights of appeal for local communities, equivalent to that for developers, was 

supported by 90% of respondents, suggesting a very substantial perceived power 

imbalance in the current planning system. 

 

                                                           
1
 Scottish Government (January 2017), Places, people and planning - A consultation on the future of the 

Scottish planning system 
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Introduction 

In 2016, the Scottish Government commissioned a three-person panel review2 of the 

Scottish planning system. This was subsequently followed by a Scottish Government 

consultation paper3 on the future of the planning system in January 2017 entitled “Places, 

people and planning”, and a further position paper in June 2017. The National Trust for 

Scotland’s perspective on these proposals was that while there was a welcome emphasis 

on community involvement, this was in apparent tension with proposals to “streamline” 

the planning system4, including greater use of Permitted Development Rights, and 

increased use of the National Planning Framework, which could tend to reduce community 

involvement. The preparatory documents also had a very strong emphasis on housing 

developments, with “housing” referenced 75 times in the main consultation document. By 

comparison, “greenspace” merited three references, and “natural heritage” only one. There 

were no references to “amenity”, “beauty”, “landscape”, “recreation”, or “sustainable 

development.” We considered that a review of the planning system was an important 

opportunity to support the creation and enhancement of better places, and it was 

important to capture what matters to people.  

 

Methodology 

Research was conducted using the Kantar TNS Omnibus, Scottish Opinion Survey, which 

conducts face-to-face interviews with a sample of 1,025 adults aged 16+. The sample was 

weighted to match the population profile in terms of age, sex and social class.  

Ability to influence planning decisions 

We asked respondents to what extent they felt able to influence planning decisions which 

affected their local area. Sixty percent of respondents considered that they had no 

influence, 27% a little influence, 9% a reasonable amount of influence, and 1% a lot of 

influence (3% were don’t knows).  

 

This is a striking finding, suggesting only 10% of the population feel they have a significant 

ability to influence planning decisions, and 27% having a little influence, while the majority 

consider they have no influence. These findings were similar for both male (61% no 

                                                           
2
 Empowering Planning to Deliver Great Places (May 2016) 

3
 Scottish Government (January 2017), Places, people and planning - A consultation on the future of the 

Scottish planning system 
4
 Ibid. Section 4.22 “We want to simplify, streamline and clarify procedures so that planners can 

focus on activities that add most value.” 
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influence) and female respondents (59% no influence). There were however differences by 

social grouping, with respondents from higher income groups more likely on average to 

consider that they had some ability to influence (1% a lot, 11% a reasonable amount, and 

30% some influence), compared to lower income groups (1% a lot, 7% a reasonable 

amount, and 23% a reasonable amount). However, for both broad groupings, the majority 

of both higher income and lower income groups considered they had no influence on the 

planning system at 55% and 66% respectively. 

Table 1: “Do you feel that you are able to influence planning decisions which affect your local 

area and how it is being developed?” By sex and income group (Sample: 1,025 people) 

 Total Male Female ABC1* C2DE* 

A lot of 

influence 

1% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

A reasonable 

amount of 

influence 

9% 8% 10% 11% 7% 

A little 

influence 

27% 27% 26% 30% 23% 

No influence 60% 61% 59% 55% 66% 

Don’t know 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 

ABC1 – A, Higher managerial, administrative or professional; B, Intermediate managerial, 

administrative or professional; C1, Supervisory or clerical and junior managerial, administrative 

or professional 

C2DE – C2, Skilled manual workers, D, Semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers; E, Casual or 

lowest grade workers, pensioners, and others who depend on the welfare state for their income 

 

This contrasts with a previous study by NTS on landscape5, which found that people from 

higher income groups tended to feel that they had greater influence on how their local 

landscapes were developing, and respondents from lower income groups perceiving they 

had less influence. In that study, for ABs, the number of respondents considering they had 

some or a lot of influence was 46%, compared with 30% for C1s, 21% for C2s and only 16% 

for DEs. 

In the current study, there were significant differences by age, with younger respondents 

considering that they had higher levels of influence, and older respondents less. Further 

research would be needed to tease out the basis for these perceptions – perhaps younger 

people have had more recent education on how the civic process works, or perhaps older 

                                                           
5
 The National Trust for Scotland (2013), The Land We Love: Conserving Scotland’s landscapes  
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people have more lived experience of the planning system – but it contrasts with 

arguments that specific efforts need to be made to bring young people into the planning 

system6.  

Table 2: “Do you feel that you are able to influence planning decisions which affect your local 

area and how it is being developed?” By age group (Sample: 1,025 people) 

 16-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+ 

A lot of 

influence 

- 4% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

A reasonable 

amount of 

influence 

10% 9% 11% 9% 9% 6% 

A little 

influence 

37% 26% 26% 30% 19% 24% 

No influence 48% 58% 58% 60% 65% 67% 

Don’t know 5% 4% 4% - 5% 2%  

 

There were marked differences by region in how respondents perceived their level of 

influence. Mid-Scotland and Fife stood out as the regions where respondents considered 

they had the most influence, though in neither area was this the majority. Central Scotland 

and Glasgow had the lowest levels of perceived influence, at 69% and 68%.  

Table 3: “Do you feel that you are able to influence planning decisions which affect your local area 

and how it is being developed?” By region (Sample: 1,025 people) 

 Highlands 

and 

Islands 

North 

East 

Mid & 

Fife 

Lothians Central Glasgow West South 

A lot of 

influence 

3% 1% 1% 1% 1% 2% - 2% 

A 

reasonable 

amount of 

influence 

8% 6% 15% 11% 3% 9% 7% 11% 

A little 

influence 

26% 31% 30% 28% 25% 20% 30% 22% 

No 

influence 

61% 58% 47% 55% 69% 68% 61% 62% 

Don’t know 2% 4% 8% 4% 2% 1% 2% 3% 

                                                           
6
 For example, the recent panel review of the Scottish planning system, Empowering Planning to 

Deliver Great Places (May 2016) 

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0050/00500946.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0050/00500946.pdf


 

The National Trust for Scotland for Places of Historic Interest or Natural Beauty is a charity registered in Scotland, Charity Number SC 007410 

 

Protecting historic character 

Respondents were asked how well they considered the historic features and character of 

their local area had been protected or improved by the planning system. Forty-one 

percent of respondents thought that their local historic environment had been looked 

after quite well or very well, compared to 28% who thought it had been cared for quite 

poorly or very poorly. Twenty-five percent of respondents were neutral, considering the 

historic environment had been neither well nor poorly looked after.  

Table 4: “How well do you think the historic features and character of your local area have been 

protected or improved by the planning system?” By sex and income group (Sample: 1,025 

people) 

 Total Male Female ABC1* C2DE* 

Very well 7% 7% 7% 7% 7% 

Quite well 34% 33% 36% 37% 32% 

Neither well 

nor poorly 

25% 28% 22% 25% 26% 

Quite poorly 14% 14% 15% 14% 15% 

Very poorly 13% 13% 14% 12% 14% 

Don’t know 6% 5% 6% 5% 6% 

*ABC1 – A, Higher managerial, administrative or professional; B, Intermediate managerial, 

administrative or professional; C1, Supervisory or clerical and junior managerial, administrative 

or professional 

*C2DE – C2, Skilled manual workers, D, Semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers; E, Casual or 

lowest grade workers, pensioners, and others who depend on the welfare state for their income 

 

Results were similar across both sexes and main income groupings, suggesting a common 

experience of the historic environment, and one with significant room for improvement.  

These scores are also higher than for the perceived ability to influence planning decisions, 

perhaps suggesting that, although respondents often don’t feel able to influence decisions, 

they are more positive about the results that protections in the current system are 

delivering.  
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Table 5: “How well do you think the historic features and character of your local area have been 

protected or improved by the planning system?” By age group (Sample: 1,025 people) 

 16-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+ 

Very well 7% 9% 10% 5% 5% 7% 

Quite well 39% 36% 33% 32% 34% 34% 

Neither well 

nor poorly 

35% 26% 23% 26% 21% 23% 

Quite poorly 7% 15% 12% 15% 18% 17% 

Very poorly 6% 7% 15% 18% 17% 14% 

Don’t know 6% 6% 8% 4% 4% 6% 

 

When analysed by age, there was a general trend for older age groups to have a more 

negative perception of how well the historic environment had been cared for.  

Table 6: “How well do you think the historic features and character of your local area have been 

protected or improved by the planning system” By region (Sample: 1,025 people) 

 H&I North 

East 

Mid & 

Fife 

Lothians Central Glasgow West South 

Very well 6% 5% 6% 6% 6% 11% 4% 12% 

Quite well 36% 34% 38% 36% 28% 31% 33% 41% 

Neither well 

nor poorly 

28% 27% 34% 21% 26% 28% 29% 11% 

Quite 

poorly 

7% 18% 13% 15% 20% 11% 15% 13% 

Very poorly 10% 11% 6% 13% 15% 17% 18% 15% 

Don’t know 14% 5% 4% 8% 6% 2% 1% 8% 

 

Regional results were in much the same range as one another, with the exception of 

Central, where only 33% of respondents had a positive view of the treatment of the 

historic environment by the planning system, and South Scotland, where by contrast 52% 

had a positive view.  

Greenspace 

Respondents were asked how well they thought the natural heritage and greenspace in 

their local areas had been protected or improved by the planning system. Results were 

slightly higher than for the historic environment, with 47% of respondents considering 

their natural environment had been looked after well (9% very well, 38% quite well). Again, 

this is less than half of all respondents suggesting much still needs to be done to improve 

how the planning system treats natural heritage and greenspace.  
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Table 7: “How well do you think the natural heritage and greenspace of your local area have 

been protected or improved by the planning system?” By sex and income group (Sample: 1,025 

people) 

 Total Male Female ABC1* C2DE* 

Very well 9% 10% 9% 10% 9% 

Quite well 38% 38% 37% 39% 36% 

Neither well 

nor poorly 

23% 23% 23% 23% 23% 

Quite poorly 14% 13% 14% 13% 15% 

Very poorly 12% 12% 13% 11% 13% 

Don’t know 4% 4% 4% 4% 5% 

ABC1 – A, Higher managerial, administrative or professional; B, Intermediate managerial, 

administrative or professional; C1, Supervisory or clerical and junior managerial, administrative 

or professional 

C2DE – C2, Skilled manual workers, D, Semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers; E, Casual or 

lowest grade workers, pensioners, and others who depend on the welfare state for their income 

 

There were no significant differences between the sexes in their views on planning 

treatment of greenspace. By income group, higher income groups were slightly more likely 

to consider the planning system was working well in this regard than respondents from 

lower income groups (49% positive, compared to 45% positive), but in neither case did the 

majority make a positive assessment.  

Table 8: “How well do you think the natural heritage and greenspace of your local area have 

been protected or improved by the planning system?” By age group (Sample: 1,025 people) 

 16-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+ 

Very well 13% 8% 13% 6% 9% 9% 

Quite well 48% 45% 35% 33% 30% 37% 

Neither well 

nor poorly 

26% 21% 23% 25% 23% 20% 

Quite poorly 2% 10% 15% 17% 19% 16% 

Very poorly 5% 11% 9% 17% 16% 13% 

Don’t know 5% 5% 5% 2% 4% 5% 

 

There was a general trend of older age groups considering that natural heritage and 

greenspace had been less well looked after.  
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Influence vs outcomes  

When respondents’ perceived degree of influence was compared with their assessment of 

outcomes for their local historic environment, and for natural heritage and greenspace, 

there was a clear correlation.  

Table 9: Influence correlated with perceptions of outcomes (excludes neutral respondents) 

 Historic environment Natural heritage/greenspace 

             Outcome 

 

Influence 

Well-protected Poorly-protected Well-protected Poorly-protected 

A lot/reasonable 

amount of 

influence 

69% 13% 71% 13% 

A little influence 48% 19% 56% 17% 

No influence 35% 35% 40% 33% 

 

Respondents with higher perceived influence were much more likely to assess the historic 

environment, and natural heritage/greenspace, as having been well-protected, compared 

to those perceiving themselves to have only a little influence or no influence. 

As the respondents perceiving themselves to have a lot/reasonable amount of influence 

were a minority – only 10% of respondents - their views did little to influence the overall 

result. Further research would be needed to understand whether this correlation might 

reflect the ability of those with perceived influence to obtain the results they want from 

the planning system, or perhaps perceived agency itself leads to greater satisfaction with 

the planning system.   

In either case, giving citizens greater influence within the planning system is probably the 

route to greater satisfaction with outcomes. 

Priorities for the planning system 

Respondents were asked what aspects of their local environment they would most like to 

see improved through the planning system. Community priorities for planning go much 

further than the current emphasis on housing, with outdoor areas (49%), housing (47%) 

public facilities and shops (46%) and transport (40%) all highlighted. There were some 

notable differences by income group, with outdoor areas and greenspace being a higher 
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priority for low income groups, while transport was a greater priority for higher income 

groups.  

Outdoor areas and facilities were a higher priority for younger and middle-aged 

respondents than for older respondents. Younger respondents also prioritised public 

facilities higher than other age groups. 

Table 10: “Which, if any, of the following aspects or your local area would you most like to see 

improved?” By income and age group (Sample: 1,025 people) 

 ABC1* C2DE* 16-34 35-54 55+ 

Housing 48% 46% 46% 47% 48% 

Outdoor 

areas 

46% 54% 55% 56% 39% 

Transport 43% 38% 39% 40% 41% 

Public 

facilities 

49% 42% 50% 45% 42% 

None of the 

above 

1% 4% 1% 3% 4% 

Don’t know 2% 3% 2% 2% 4% 

*ABC1 – A, Higher managerial, administrative or professional; B, Intermediate managerial, 

administrative or professional; C1, Supervisory or clerical and junior managerial, administrative 

or professional 

*C2DE – C2, Skilled manual workers, D, Semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers; E, Casual or 

lowest grade workers, pensioners, and others who depend on the welfare state for their income 

 

There were also differences by region, with outdoor areas the top priority for respondents 

in three out of eight regions, housing and public facilities in two regions respectively, and 

transport in one: 

 Highlands & Islands: transport (54%), housing (43%), outdoor areas (43%) 

 North East: outdoor areas (59%), public facilities (46%), housing (43%) 

 Mid-Scotland & Fife: public facilities (61%), transport (51%), housing (39%) 

 Lothian: outdoor areas (56%), housing (47%), transport (43%) 

 Central: housing (50%), public facilities (47%), outdoor areas (45%) 

 Glasgow: outdoor areas (60%), housing (51%), public facilities (41%) 

 West Scotland: housing (56%), outdoor areas (48%), transport (46%) 

 South Scotland: public facilities (54%), housing (46%), outdoor areas (43%) 
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 Table 11: “Which, if any, of the following aspects or your local area would you most like to see 

improved?” By region (Sample: 1,025 people) 

 H&I North 

East 

Mid & 

Fife 

Lothians Central Glasgow West South 

Housing 43% 43% 39% 47% 50% 51% 56% 46% 

Outdoor 

areas 

43% 59% 36% 56% 45% 60% 48% 43% 

Transport 54% 36% 51% 43% 39% 28% 46% 32% 

Public 

facilities 

36% 46% 61% 37% 47% 41% 41% 54% 

None of the 

above 

1% 5% 3% 1% 1% 4% 2% 3% 

Don’t know 3% - 4% 5% 2% 1% 1% 3% 

 

Equal rights of appeal 

Developers currently have a right of appeal if the local council rejects their planning 

application. This has been criticised as giving one party, the developer, greater power over 

a transaction than the affected community. We therefore asked respondents whether or 

not they thought local communities should also have a right of appeal on local council 

planning decisions. This had very strong results, with 90% of respondents answering Yes, 

and only 6% No. 

Support for an equal right of appeal was strong across all areas of Scotland, all age groups, 

and all income groups. 

Table 12: “Developers currently have a right of appeal if the local council rejects their planning 

application. Do you think local communities should also have a right of appeal on local council 

planning decisions, or not?” By region (Sample: 1,025 people) 

 H&I North 

East 

Mid & 

Fife 

Lothians Central Glasgow West South 

Yes 89% 91% 90% 85% 91% 83% 95% 96% 

No 7% 8% 4% 8% 4% 10% 3% 3% 

Don’t know 4% 1% 5% 7% 5% 7% 2% 1% 
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Table 13: “Developers currently have a right of appeal if the local council rejects their planning 

application. Do you think local communities should also have a right of appeal on local council 

planning decisions, or not?” By age group (Sample: 1,025 people) 

 16-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+ 

Yes 90% 92% 90% 87% 94% 88% 

No 6% 3% 4% 11% 4% 7% 

Don’t know 4% 4% 6% 3% 2% 5% 

 

Table 14: “Developers currently have a right of appeal if the local council rejects their planning 

application. Do you think local communities should also have a right of appeal on local council 

planning decisions, or not?” By income group (Sample: 1,025 people) 

 AB* C1* C2* DE* 

Yes 93% 91% 88% 89% 

No 5% 6% 6% 7% 

Don’t know 3% 4% 5% 4% 

*AB - A, Higher managerial, administrative or professional; B, Intermediate managerial, 

administrative or professional;  

*C1, Supervisory or clerical and junior managerial, administrative or professional 

*C2, Skilled manual workers  

*DE - D, Semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers; E, Casual or lowest grade workers, 

pensioners, and others who depend on the welfare state for their income 

 

The panel review had weighed up what members felt was the pros and cons of a 

community right of appeal, but didn’t include this in their recommendations7.  

The Scottish Government, in its consultation document, considered that a community right 

of appeal would encourage people to intervene at the end of the process, rather than the 

beginning, and that it would ignore the role of elected members8. This will depend on 

communities seeing the effectiveness of the local plan process, in both development and 

application, and that elected members are not trumped by an appeal to a higher authority.  

The Trust has been interested in the issue of equal rights of appeal as it appears to be an 

indicator that the current, relatively loose, local planning process is not always delivering 

for communities. On the basis of this evidence, we would recommend that the Scottish 

Parliament consider what checks and balances are needed to ensure community voices 

are heard and respected – whether that be a tighter local planning process where only 
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 Empowering Planning to Deliver Great Places (May 2016), Section 8.8 

8
 Places, People and Planning (January 2017), Section 2.40 
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identified developments take place, or a rebalancing of appeal rights, by adding or 

removing, to ensure a level playing field.  

In this regard, the January 2017 proposals for both a simplification of the planning system, 

and a greater role for communities, appear to be in tension.  

Conclusions 

The planning system helps determine whether or not we have liveable, attractive 

surroundings, including the safeguarding and enjoyment of our heritage. At present, the 

research points to substantial disconnects between what citizens want, and how the 

planning system actually works. A perceived inability to influence planning decisions was 

found across all income groups, age groups and regions. This disconnect can work to 

exacerbate conflicts over subsequent planning decisions.  

Current protections for the historic environment, and for outdoor areas and greenspace, 

appear to be having some impact, but still less than half of respondents think these are 

being well managed. In relation to the current proposals for “streamlining” the planning 

system, this argues for ensuring that we do not lose existing heritage protections, and that 

the planning system actually needs to be improving its treatment of these issues.  

Current proposals for planning reform have focused heavily on housing as the main issue, 

but our research finds equally strong interest in the provision of outdoor areas, and of 

public spaces, with transport also a significant concern. For some regions of Scotland, 

there are even more marked differences in development priorities.  

Finally, the strong desire for local communities to have a comparable voice to that of 

developers, in the form of a right of appeal, is a strong signal that the current planning 

system is seen to be out of balance by Scots.   

Recommendations 

The planning bill should adopt a sustainable development approach to our physical 

environment, taking into account social, economic, environmental and cultural ambitions 

for Scotland.  

Greenspace and the historic environment were both seen to be relatively poorly 

supported by the planning system. The new bill should affirm existing protections and 

seek to enhance these.  
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The widespread desire for local communities to have a voice in the appeals process points 

to a need to rebalance the existing system. The relative balance of power should therefore 

be a factor in the Scottish Parliament’s discussions.  

 

 

 

 


