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The National Trust for Scotland’s 

Manifesto for the 2021 Scottish Parliament elections 
 

Introduction 

The National Trust for Scotland cares for some of Scotland’s most significant heritage at more than 100 sites across Scotland, 

and in 2019/20 we welcomed more than four million visitors to Scotland’s special places. 

 

We also speak up for the value of heritage, and how it can be managed and enjoyed sustainably. The next Scottish Parliament 

will see some major changes for our country which will affect our heritage for decades to come:  

 

• we will have left the European Union and its framework of environmental protections, and will need to put in place 

replacement domestic arrangements to manage our environment;  

• we will agree the fourth National Planning Framework, taking us up to 2050 when we expect to have reached net zero 

emissions; 

• and we will be recovering from the social and economic impacts of coronavirus, and changes in how we live, work and 

enjoy our culture and country.  

 

We have proposed ways in which we can better conserve Scotland’s natural and cultural heritage, and encourage public 

access and enjoyment, under six headings: Spectacular Scotland, Planning for the Future, Naturally Healthy, Protected by Law, 

Culture for All, and Built to Last. We have also commissioned Survation to test our proposals with a representative sample of 

the Scottish public and have included the results alongside our proposals.  

 

Key themes 

• Spectacular Scotland – we are proposing a number of measures that would see our landscapes better cared for. This 

includes proposals for national locational guidance for our essential renewable energy developments, helping reduce 

conflicts over land use. We found that 69% of the public supported such a national plan. 

• Places where people can experience wild nature have become more and more valued as a coronavirus has gone on, 

and we found that 76% of the public supported improving protections for this national resource.  

• Planning for the Future – we are facing a biodiversity crisis in Scotland, with 1 in 9 species at risk of extinction. We 

are proposing a National Nature Network to better connect Scotland’s habitats. We found that 73% of the public 

supported a local link to this national network being created in their own area.  

• Our historic battlefields can also be threatened by adverse development, and we found 70% of the public 

supported enhanced protection for Culloden battlefield in particular.  

• Naturally Healthy – we are recommending greater support for green infrastructure in the next Parliament. We found  

that 58% of Scots were more likely to visit the Scottish outdoors in the future. 

• Protected by Law – we found that 74% of the public supported Scotland adopting legally binding targets to 

reverse nature decline, as is being done in England and the European Union. 

• Culture for All – the new National Culture Strategy is an opportunity to extend access and participation throughout 

Scotland, including tackling barriers to inclusion.  

• Built to last – to meet our climate change ambitions, we will need to adapt much of Scotland’s housing stock, which 

will in turn require a much improved supply chain. We found 74% of the public would consider energy ratings in 

any future house move.  
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Spectacular Scotland – a vision for Scotland’s landscapes 

Scotland’s landscapes are part of our national identity, and the main draw for visitors. However landscapes can be degraded 

by insensitive, poorly sited or badly designed developments. 

 

In the next decade we will be putting in place the infrastructure to bring Scotland closer to net zero carbon emissions. We 

believe it is possible to both maintain the quality of our landscapes, and to meet environmental challenges, but that it is the 

role of government to help developers and communities agree on how this should be done.  

 

Landscape mapping for renewables  

Scotland aspires to reach net zero carbon emissions by 2045. To do so will require an expansion of renewable energy 

generation in appropriate sites, along with transmission infrastructure. We believe that we can both meet our ambitions and 

conserve what makes Scotland special as a place to live and visit.  

 

We propose that the next Scottish Government create national locational guidance will help direct developments to areas 

best able to absorb them, giving confidence for developers and communities. 

 

We found that 69% of the Scottish public supported introducing a national locational plan, with 15% instead supporting a 

roll-out as quickly as possible, and 16% didn’t know.  

 

Recognise the value of our wild places 

Wild land is recognised as significant and important in NPF3 and Scottish Planning Policy but does not have statutory 

protection like National parks and National Scenic Areas. Wild land benefits rural economies and people’s wellbeing and 

helps tackle our biodiversity and climate change crisis. Scottish Planning Policy and NPF4 should continue to recognise the 

importance of wild land and the public benefit it delivers, and protections for wild land should be strengthened. 

 

Scotland was the birthplace of the naturalist John Muir, who helped raise recognition of the value of wild land, and pioneered 

the National Park movement. We asked our public opinion panel what they thought about John Muir’s statement: "Thousands 

of tired, nerve-shaken, over-civilized people are beginning to find out that going to the mountains is going home; that wildness is 

a necessity; and that mountain parks and reservations are useful not only as fountains of timber and irrigating rivers, but as 

fountains of life." 

 

We found that 77% of Scots agreed with his statement (13% neither agreed nor disagreed, 3% disagreed, and 7% didn’t 

know). 

 

When asked whether they supported or opposed protections for wild land being strengthened in Scottish Planning Policy, 

76% supported stronger protections for wild land, with 15% neither supporting nor opposing, 2% opposed, and 7% didn’t 

know. 

 

Bring hill tracks within the planning system  

Permitted Development Rights enables uncontroversial and low impact development to take place efficiently and quickly. 

However, the introduction of PDR for hill tracks has had unintended consequences on our landscapes, and enabled 

inappropriately situated tracks to be built, which damages the landscapes and environments in which they are located. Hill 

track developments should instead be brought within the planning system to improve siting, design and construction. 

 

Establish new National Parks 

National Parks deliver public benefit by providing a space for physical activity, boosting mental and physical wellbeing; 

delivering economic benefits; and safeguarding the landscapes that helps build our cultural identity. They are essential 

protected areas and can help combat the climate crisis through the activities that take place in them.  The Trust supports the 
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calls from Scottish Environment LINK, the Scottish Campaign for National Parks and The Association for the Protection of 

Rural Scotland for more areas to be designated, including Scotland’s first coastal and marine National Park.  

 

Planning for the Future 

A Scottish Nature Network 

Habitat fragmentation strands species on disconnected islands, making them less resilient to pressures like climate change. To 

improve interconnectivity between species, habitats and ecosystems, the Scottish Government had previously proposed in 

NPF3 to develop a national nature network. Such a network would link together different habitats such as nature reserves 

and protected areas, allowing species to move between them. 

 

We are calling for the establishment of a National Nature Network in the forthcoming National Performance Framework 4. 

The network will help link together our greenspaces and the climate and biodiversity crises make this more important than 

ever. Ties in with protected nature sites and access to good quality greenspace benefitting people and nature.   

 

We asked the public for their views on this and found that 73% supported a link to the national network being created in 

their own area (17% neither supported or opposed, 3% opposed, and 7% did not know).  

 

National Planning Framework 4 to prioritise our greenspaces, active travel and gardens. The COVID 19 pandemic has 

shown the need to access greenspace and the physical health and mental wellbeing benefits of doing so. The forthcoming 

National Performance Framework 4 is an opportunity to better protect our local greenspaces, including greenbelts. This 

will ensure all communities can access good quality greenspace and the health and wellbeing benefits that they bring.   

  

National Planning Framework 4 must put greenspace and access to it at the heart of new developments. It should require 

developers to build in opportunities for active travel and consider how we can make our cities, towns and villages safer for 

people to walk and cycle. The status of Gardens and Designed Landscapes should also be improved in the National Planning 

Framework 4.   

 

Glencoe’s paths for all 
 

Glencoe is one of Scotland’s most spectacular glens, whose 

natural beauty combined with its storied history make it a draw 

for visitors. The National Trust for Scotland has worked with 

partners, including the Glencoe and Glen Etive Community 

Council, Highland Council, the Forestry Commission, Highlands 

& Islands Enterprise, and the LEADER programme, to develop an 

orbital walking route in the glen. The route is designed to 

accommodate visitors of all abilities, and avoids the hazards of 

the main road through the glen.  

 

Investments in infrastructure in the countryside, including lowland and upland paths, access, and amenities is needed to 

sustainably accommodate visitors. As part of Scotland’s Green Recovery, we should invest more in these assets.  
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Increase protection for historic battlefields 

Historic battlefields are hugely important for our sense of identity. They also provide us with space to remember and inform 

what we know about our past. However, do not enjoy the same protections as their designated pieces of land such as 

National Parks. Enhanced protections for battlefields should be included in NPF4 to prevent development occurring which has 

a hugely adverse effect on the sites of historic battle and/or the landscapes in which they are situated.  

 

At Culloden battlefield, a significant part of which is cared for by the National Trust for Scotland, we are exploring ways in 

which the battlefield landscape can be better managed.  

 

We found that 70% of the public would support an application for World Heritage Status for Culloden (19% neither 

supported nor opposed, 5% opposed, and 6% didn’t know). 

 

Defending Culloden 
  
Culloden is a site of national importance, in part because of the landscape 

that surrounds it. This landscape is integral to the cultural heritage of 

Culloden. Our research shows that people feel a need to protect the 

landscape around Culloden and that many are worried 

about development in the area. We have already seen the approval of 

developments which will damage the landscape surrounding Culloden, as 

well as threaten undiscovered archeological remains.   

  

To protect the landscape surrounding Culloden and make sure 

development that degrades the landscape do not go ahead in future, we need stronger protections in national 

planning strategies.  We also need support for an application for UNESCO status, as this would increase protection 

from insensitive development at locations visible from the battlefield.  

 

A better picture of Scotland 

Light Detection and Ranging (LIDAR) is a technology similar to RADAR that can be used to create high-resolution digital 

elevation models and is used widely in England and across Europe for planning and land management. Scotland lacks a 

comprehensive dataset which would allow planners and developers to make informed choices in conjunction with local 

communities. We call for a National LIDAR programme to map the country, as has been done in England.  

 

Naturally healthy 

Put the biodiversity crisis at the heart of government decision-making 

The Scottish Government has declared a biodiversity crisis1, which is inextricably linked to the climate change crisis. To tackle 

these twin issues, Scottish Government must place good environmental health at the heart of decision-making and 

incorporate it into all levels of our planning system, both on land and in our seas. As part of this, Scottish Government should 

commit to:  

 

• Prioritising development that is sustainable or enhances nature.  

• Using nature-based solutions to issues such as flooding or improving air quality. 

• Taking a circular economy approach to development through prioritising retrofitting and building on brownfield.  

• Protecting greenbelts from insensitive development.  

 
1 https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-biodiversity-strategy-post-2020-statement-intent/ 
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Introduce effective protections and management tools for Marine Protected Areas and review our Marine Priority 

Features network   

Marine Protected Areas are areas that have been designated because they are home to a vulnerable species and/or 

habitat. However, the majority of Scotland’s MPAs are paper parks – they do not offer the protection needed to restore and 

enhance the features they were designated for. Some of the biggest pressures on MPAs is physical disturbance of the seabed 

through mobile fishing gear, fishing, dredging and trawling and by-catch2 but only 2.5% of Scotland’s inshore seabed 

is fully protected from mobile gear fishing3.   

 

Sustainable fisheries 

We support efforts to put our fisheries onto a sustainable footing. This would include: 

• investigating the re-establishment of the inshore mile limit, which would ban trawling and dredging, allowing 

our marine habitats and species to recover and increasing the resilience of coastal communities and jobs.   

• the creation of no-take zones, where fishing is prohibited.   

• the restriction of the use of scallop dredges in sensitive and biodiverse areas of seabed.  

• the restriction of extractive activities in sensitive areas (including in MPAs where high or full protection is necessary to 

effectively protect the species and/or habitat the site was designated for).  

 

Marine nurseries 
  
Scotland’s only No Take Zone (NTZ) in Lamlash Bay is situated in the 

South Arran MPA. The NTZ prohibits all extractive activities from 

occurring within its boundaries, meaning the seabed and marine 

ecosystems have a high level of protection. To effectively monitor the 

NTZ, vessels over 12 meters are monitored by Marine Scotland 

Compliance. Since the NTZ was introduced, numbers of some species 

have increased by nearly 400%. Research also shows the seabed is 

recovering, with the growth of structurally complex nursery habitats 

and key blue carbon habitats, such as maerl and seagrass, showing 

particular recovery. These in turn support the recovery of commercially 

important fish species.  

                                                                                                                          (© Howard Wood, Community of Arran Seabed Trust) 

The Lamlash Bay NTZ is testament to the positive impact a fully protected MPA with proper management and enforcement 

measures can have on marine biodiversity and its recovery. 

 

Aim for 90% of our designated nature sites to be in favourable condition by 2030  

Scotland protects areas of natural heritage through designations such as Sites of Special Scientific Interest, and Natura 2000 

sites (part of wider European network). Currently, 78.8% of Scotland’s natural features are in favourable condition. We call for 

Scotland to aim for 90% of sites to be in favourable condition by 2030.  

 

We can achieve this through a more extensive programme of monitoring, recommendations on management, and 

incentivisation and regulation of land uses – including addressing how neighbouring land managers can contribute. 

 

 

 
2 https://www.scotlink.org/files/publication/LINKReports/SAMSReportManagingMPAs_full.pdf 
3 https://www.mcsuk.org/media/marine-unprotected-areas-summary-report.pdf 
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Ensure future farming funding is linked to biodiverse and low carbon activities that enhance our environment    

Post-2024, Scotland will deliver a new type of agricultural funding. What we want the aims of this funding to be and how it 

should be delivered will be decided during the next three years. There is opportunity to move away from the Common 

Agricultural Policy (which is the model through which agricultural funding will be delivered up until 2024) to develop 

a funding model based on the principle of public goods for public money.  

 

Agriculture is also uniquely placed to support Scotland’s green recovery. Future agricultural funding could support this 

by funding the development of a rural strategy that details Scotland’s rural objectives and the role farmers are expected to 

play in securing environmental, landscape and climate change outcomes.   

 

Encourage the production and planting of Scottish-grown trees and plants  

Scotland currently has a preponderance of non-native trees, primarily Sitka spruce. We are calling for the increased planting 

of native tree species to create a more biodiverse forestry estate of natural woodland habitats, which would in turn support a 

wider variety of plant life, wildlife and invertebrates. Planting native trees is crucial for the many native species that have 

evolved to rely solely upon them for their habitat.  Diversifying our forests will also make them more resilient in the face of 

climate change and emerging pests. This will help ensure the carbon locked up in our forests is not released. 

 

Our gardens and landscapes can also benefit from more home-grown planting. A thriving Scottish nursery industry will be the 

best source of biosecure and climate resilient plantings for the future. Scottish Government should increase support for 

home-grown trees and plants in public procurement projects. 

 

Make peat-free possible for Scotland’s gardens  

Using peat in our compost means we release CO2 into the atmosphere and destroy peatbogs, which sequester carbon. This 

contributes to climate change. Peat bogs are also part of our identity, provide a place for people to access and enjoy the 

outdoors, and habitats for a range of species. Destroying them reduces these benefits.   

  

As long as composts that contain peat are available for sale to consumers and growers in Scotland, progress on ending the 

use of peat for growing will be constrained. Scottish Government should support the development of sustainable growing 

media for both consumer and professional markets and a system for scoring the environmental performance of 

compost before it goes on sale.  

 

Protected by law 

Set legally binding targets for biodiversity restoration 

The European Union is developing legally binding targets for biodiversity recovery, and the UK Government is developing 

targets in its Environment Act. We are calling for Scotland to adopt its own legally binding targets to restore our biodiversity.  

 

We found that the 74% of the Scottish public supported Scotland adopting legally binding targets to reverse the decline 

of nature (16% neither supported nor opposed, 3% were opposed, and 7% didn’t know). 

 

Create an independent watchdog that can investigate specific complaints 

The proposed Environmental Standards Scotland must have the financial and legal resources it needs to investigate 

complaints of environmental damage raised by individuals and community groups, as well as be independent from 

government. Individual cases can be the catalyst for wider change, and the ability to investigate these will more fully mirror 

the oversight role of the European Commission and the Court of Justice. Independence from government would give people 

confidence in the ESS and allow it to act with impartiality and integrity. 

 

Our own research4 found that 71% of the public wanted the new body to be able to take complaints from the public.  

 
4 The National Trust for Scotland (October 2019), The accountability gap: Scottish environmental protections post-Brexit 
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Culture for all 

Mapping culture  

The new national Culture Strategy is an opportunity to understand what opportunities there are across Scotland and identify 

areas and communities that are underserved. We propose that the National Partnership for culture commission research, with 

contributions from communities, to create a compendium of Scottish cultural activity and venues. This will help identify areas 

of under-provision.   

 

Space for culture  

Encourage local authorities and property owners to make more empty spaces and buildings available for cultural activities on 

a temporary basis and encourage them to consider cultural elements, such as artists’ studios, when planning new 

developments. This can be supported through flexible planning permission. 

 

Cultural opportunities – a “cultural rucksack” 

Establish a programme, with the support of Lottery distributors, to create new cultural opportunities for thousands of young 

people. One example of this is the Cultural Rucksack scheme in Norway which allows all pupils to experience professional-

grade artistic and cultural production in their own schools.  

 

Growing cities and regions  

We will ask our public bodies to ensure that city-region funding helps to develop the capacity of the cultural sectors to 

pursue new opportunities through international exchange, partnerships, enterprise and innovation.  

 

 
5 https://www.nts.org.uk/stories/overcoming-barriers-to-experiencing-scotlands-culture  

Overcoming barriers to culture 
  
Culture is at the heart of our society, and Scotland now 

benefits from a new national Culture Strategy.  

 

There is always more to do, and we are conscious that 

there are barriers to attending cultural events, and to 

participation. The Trust commissioned research5 to better 

understand potential barriers. We found that the favourite 

forms of culture in Scotland are music, food and cuisine, 

history, and sports, with substantial interest also in natural 

heritage, gardening, theatre and drama. This confirms 

previous Trust research which found the public takes a 

broad view of what constitutes “culture.” 

 

We found that only 25% of respondents reported no 

barriers to cultural participation, with cost the most commonly occurring barrier, followed by time, lack of confidence, 

transport, and lack of information. Compared to the population as a whole, barriers to participation were more commonly 

experienced by young people (29% higher incidence than average), those on lower incomes (17% higher), ethnic minorities 

(23.5% higher), those identifying as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual or Transgender (38.6% higher), and people with disabilities (40% 

higher). 

https://www.nts.org.uk/stories/overcoming-barriers-to-experiencing-scotlands-culture
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Built to last 

Conserve embodied carbon – good for the environment and sense of place 

Scotland is committed to reaching net zero emissions by 2045. We can better reach this goal by adapting and repurposing 

existing buildings, which represent an enormous source of embodied carbon. By creating standards and policies that 

encourage reuse, we can reduce the need to extract, process and transport new building materials with all the attendant 

environmental costs.  

 

Reuse is also good for our social and historic environment, rejuvenating our cities, towns and villages. 

 

Invest in skills to maintain healthy buildings 

Scotland has a higher proportion of older housing than the European Union average, including traditionally-built homes and 

tenements. We will still have these buildings in 2045, when we expect to be at net-zero emissions. Insensitive adaptation of 

these properties can block air flow, causing human health problems and damaging the fabric of the buildings. We are calling 

for the appropriate assessment of the energy efficiency of traditional buildings and identification and installation of energy 

efficiency methods suitable for traditional buildings. 

 

The Trust has previously highlighted existing issues around how the energy performance of traditional buildings is measured 

and the skills deficit in retrofitting traditional buildings6. We believe the current EPC assessment does not reflect the real-

world performance of many traditional buildings, and may result in unnecessary interventions, including those that 

compromise the building’s fabric, or even affect the health of those living in the property. 

 

With 74% of people saying the energy efficiency of a property is an important consideration when thinking 

about moving house, the energy efficiency of traditional buildings must be assessed accurately and any measures 

recommended in EPCs must be suitable.  

 

We believe a national programme to raise skills and develop the supply chain to retrofit Scotland’s buildings will increase 

employment, improve energy performance, and maintain the character of our cities, towns and villages.  

 

Heritage Action Zones  

We would like to see the next Scottish Government using the powers in the Planning (Scotland) Act 2019 – specifically 

Masterplan Consent Areas, to help regenerate our historic towns and villages. We would like to see the powers used to front-

load planning permissions to help breathe new life into these places, unlocking their potential and making them more 

attractive to residents, businesses, tourists and investors.  

 

Value Added Tax reduction  

We call for a reduction on VAT on maintenance, repair and refurbishment of existing buildings to match that for new build. 

This would both encourage the reuse of buildings, helping meet carbon emissions targets, and sustain our historic and 

traditional buildings.  

 

Invest in skills that support the enhancement of our designated land 

The Trust provides opportunities for young people to work to protect our natural, cultural and built heritage (e.g. gardening 

apprenticeships) but to sustain this and create new opportunities, economic support must be made available.  

 

This is more crucial now than ever, as Scotland recovers form Covid-19, which has hit young people disproportionately hard. 

By creating green jobs that support our arts, culture and tourism sector, we can ensure the sustainability of Scotland’s tourism 

industry and that in years to come we will have the knowledge and skills to continue to protect our national heritage.  

 

 
6 The National Trust for Scotland (2019), Response to Scottish Government Consultation on Energy Efficient Scotland 


