
Planning: The People’s Perspective Conference Report  
 

Background and Conference Aims 

The Planning: The People’s Perspective conference was held on Saturday April 21st at the Merchant’s Hall in 

Edinburgh.  It was enabled by funding from the Terre Humaine Foundation and a donation from Friends of 

the Earth Scotland’s Access to Justice campaign.  The conference was full to capacity with delegates coming 

from all over Scotland from  Inverness to Dumfries, Ayrshire to Aberdeen. We had a number of professionals 

attending including academics, consultants and lawyers, however the vast majority of delegates were 

members of the public, a good deal of whom were representing their community councils.  

The aims of the conference were to :  
 

 Work with others for a fairer more inclusive planning system  

 Share ideas for effective engagement and a fit for purpose planning system  

 Launch Planning Democracy’s Manifesto for Change 

 Introduce people to Planning Democracy 
 

Certainly the conference allowed people to network and exchange experiences and viewpoints. We have 

started to build a supporter base for our work and importantly for our manifesto. Some conference 

delegates signed up to support the Planning Democracy Manifesto, while others are commenting on it and 

the paper that accompanies it. We look forward to their support for the manifesto in the near future. 

The feedback from the delegates about the conference  was overwhelmingly positive, with virtually no 

negative comments made at all. The need for Planning Democracy as an organisation to represent and 

advocate for communities right to be heard was made clear. The support for many of the proposals made in 

the manifesto was also made apparent in the conference discussions and feedback.  The clear message that 

we got through the conference was that people feel they are not getting their voices heard struggling to 

influence the decisions that affect them. 

What happened at the conference? 

Marion Williams opened the event and explained the purpose of the conference was to enable a good 

discussion and to put forward Planning Democracy’s  Manifesto For Change.  

Clare Symonds the Chair of Planning Democracy introduced the organisation and explained how the 

organisation was formed as a response to their understanding that, despite official recognition of the need 

for public participation in land-use planning, in practice people still struggle to understand and influence 

decision-making processes that have significant impacts on the places where they live, work and play. 

She introduced Planning Democracy’s research that has led to the policy paper and manifesto.  The aim of 

the research was to identify whether people have been able to participate effectively in planning decisions, 

and, where not, to explore what they felt were the major barriers they faced.  The report fills an important 

gap in recent debate about reform and culture change in Scotland’s planning system. 



She explained that the manifesto is Planning Democracy’s document that outline’s  suggestions of what 

should change in order to bring about an open, just and accountable planning system that adheres to the 

principles outlined.  

The 3 case study speakers  

The conference then heard 3 accounts of people’s experiences of the planning system. The speakers all 

provided moving accounts of their situations and experiences. Evidence that conference delegates were 

clearly shocked by these accounts and in total sympathy with the speakers could be seen on our twitter feed 

#pdconf. 

Ann Coleman told us about the Greengairs  experience of the planning system. The community who have 

lived close to open cast and landfill site for decades were applauded for their proactive engagement with the 

local development plan. After successfully working with the planning team they had their community vision 

of a rural investment area incorporated into the local and structure plans. However their hard work was 

undermined when a developer who had not engaged with the system then put in an application for an 

incinerator which was subsequently approved against the local communities wishes. The community were 

denied a public local enquiry. Further efforts to seek justice in the form of a judicial review were abruptly 

halted when intimidation tactics were used against those seeking legal aid for the case. The experience of 

this community has led to further loss of trust in the system and a confirmation that the planning system is 

weighted heavily against ordinary people.   

Pat Burns lives in Lesmahagow close to the Broken Cross open cast mine which operates for 24 hours a day. 

Pat told us of how difficult it was to get anyone from the local authority to affect the amount of noise made 

by the mine especially at night. The lack of action by those in charge led his wife to complete a noise 

monitoring course, in order to provide evidence of the amount of noise they were being subjected to. Pat 

has kept detailed records of his troubles in a document ...which you can find on our website. 

John Wincott from Leslie gave his account of the problems that the Leslie community in Fife have been 

having with the local authority and the lack of enforcement of planning conditions with regard to a local 

quarry who have gone from mining sand and gravel to blasting for dolorite.  The impact of this on the local 

community has been huge with heavy increases in traffic and noise from a quarry that sits less than 200m 

from people’s houses. However despite numerous complaints, documenting evidence, appointing solicitors 

and forming a local action group many of the concerns of his group go unaddressed and has resulted in a 

deep distrust of how the planning system works to protect local people’s welfare. Despite all this John and 

his group have become highly active citizens who have a good knowledge of the planning and complaints 

system. They continue to try and hold the quarry operators and local authority accountable and are 

currently exploring legal action funded by selling cakes!  

 

Dr Andy Inch: The problems with planning 

Andy Inch presented the Planning Democracy policy paper in which he described the reasons why a 

democratic planning system is needed. He gave the reasons why participation matters:  

1. People have a right to a say in decisions that affect their lives…and planning decisions really do  

2. It’s a form of active citizenship that improves our democracy  



3. It can lead to better decisions that are sensitive to a wide range of issues and needs 

The principles of a democratic planning system 

1. Open government engaging in a conversation over policy priorities  

2. A culture of active democracy  

3. A just planning system  

4. An open planning system  

5. An empowered public 

He explained about our research and the case studies we have looked into and said that the key findings 

were that  

 People feel that the system remains hard to understand and influence and that they aren’t being 

listened to  

 There is both a hardware problem (related to the structures of opportunity to participate in the 

process) and a software problem (related to the attitudes and values of those who use the system, 

including various professionals, politicians, advocacy groups and members of the public) 

And the 10 key issues that had arisen out of our research and case studies 

1. There’s more to planning than efficient decision-making!  

2. There is a serious “inequality of arms” in terms of Expertise, Time, Money and Access to information 

3. Lack of recognition of the value of participation  

4. Lack of understanding of the costs of participation 

5. A system that doesn’t work with the grain of how and why people get involved  

6. Top-down national planning that could do more 

7. Uncertainty and lack of accountability in local planning  

8. Failures of enforcement that strain public trust 

9. The continued inequality of appeal rights really matters  

10. The fight to ensure fair access to court justice 

 

Iain Thom: Planning Democracy’s Manifesto 

Iain summarised the Planning Democracy Manifesto and urged delegates to read it, comment on it and 

support it. 

He talked about the need to re-value participation and rebalancing the inequality of arms that currently 

exists between the different players. He said that advice and support available to communities should be 

strengthened with professional independent advocacy services for community concerns.  He spoke about 

the need to re-evaluate attitudes and equality. He said that we have to move on from viewing developers as 

the only 'customers' and 'users' of the system and include the public as users too. It is clear that local 

planning authorities engage in detailed discussion with developers to facilitate their applications however 

the same detailed assistance is not given to communities. 

Another part of about the debate on lack of equality he talked about was recognising the costs of 

participation. There needs to be a greater recognition of what is at stake for individuals/ groups when they 



face unwanted development proposals - the emotional cost, health impacts, time and stress on relationships 

and financial costs of participating in a closed and unequal system. 

Appeals are another issue where there are clear inequalities of access to resources and expertise. He said 

Planning Democracy believe there is still a case for a Third Party Right of Appeal, where there is a clear 

departure from the development plan, or where the environmental impact is significant or where the local 

authority has a material interest. He also talked about lack of access to court justice as another inequality of 

the system and pointed people to the Access to Justice workshop in the afternoon.  

Enforcement was an unexpected issue that arose when collecting the case studies. As a result of our case 

studies our manifesto seeks a new emphasis on viewing planning permission for activities such as mining as 

a contract between a developer and a public authority that is licensing certain activities. Where this contract 

is breached action should be taken swiftly by a well-resourced enforcement department backed by a Council 

willing to hold companies to account. 

Finally he pointed out to the audience that things do change. He pointed out how things are progressing on 

access to justice and how reforms of the rules on who can and cannot take a case to court in the public 

interest are improving and making access to the courts affordable is progressing as well.  He reminded us of 

when there were no Freedom of Information rules, but now this right to access information has transformed 

the transparency of public organisations.   

Finally he said that our manifesto forms the basis of a campaign for a fairer planning system. These are the 

changes we want to see and a way to say look there are problems but we're not content with just 

complaining about them, we've spent the time to come up with solutions. He urged the audience to read our 

manifesto and comment and support it.  

Open Space 

An open space was then held to enable delegates to mix and discuss topics on their agendas. We have 

summarised the results of these discussions and issues arising in the workshops below.  



Appendix A 

Planning Democracy Conference - Delegates Comments 
 

Planning needs  

a  third party right of appeal. 

a balance between planning and economic development. 

techniques such as referendums and citizens jury. (though some concern that this is simply a way of 

bypassing existing democratic structures that could be made to work better) 

to tackle the power of developers in the system as this is seen as disproportionate. 

to raise the profile  National Planning Framework and consult on the next one properly 

all material planning considerations , representations and planning policies to be taken into consideration. 

planning officers to base their decisions on current planning legislation, policies, environmental legislation 

and to be fully trained for this task. 

planning officers assigned to cases to be different to the planning officer who writes the scoping opinion. 

planners to assess the sustainability of applications. 

to provide  compensation to those badly affected by a development. 

to have enforceable planning conditions, which once breached must be acted upon. Local Authorities to be 

held to account on this. 

pre-sumption against development or  no presumption at all 

 

Requests were made for: 

Third tier in decision making process at regional level. 

The decisions to be made by local area councillors not by people from far away. 

Representations by ballot. 

The public be allowed to respond to a planning report and recommendation before or at the Planning 

Committee. 

Transparency-written records of all meetings with developers etc to ensure paper trail and access under FOI.  

Although  some Authorities request that written records of meetings are kept for audit purposes.  

Communities should be able to discuss alternative sites to ones proposed  



Training for communities on planning issues 

 

Consultation to be restarted if the proposal changes hands and a new developer comes on board (this comes 

from experience of a new developer ignoring what had been discussed with the communty in a good process 

beforehand) 

 

Concerns were raised regarding: 

the lack of third part right of appeal. Frontloading the system with elements such as pre application 

discussions were meant to replace this, delegates considered that this (PACs in particular) were simply not 

working.  

the interpretation of sustained economic growth, for  example ‘retained locally’ and the inclusion of large 

chain stores.  

the competency of all actors in the process including local councillors, and the quality of professional advice 

from planners 

the role of national government in controlling local planning, and the scope for independent appeal 

decisions from reporters when they are essentially civil servants. 

how trust can be reestablished in decision-making 

the narrow interpretation of neighbour notification, too small an area, too little consideration of who needs 

to be notified 

local authorities having a fear of litigation. 

the impact of inward migration into desirable (attractive / well placed) communities and its effect on 

housing supply and price and the effect on local young people who wish to stay in their communities being 

priced out of the housing market by wealthy new arrivals.  The local housing stock also being affected, with 

new building being aimed at the luxury / expensive end of the market and not meeting the needs of 

communities.  

planning gain leading to decisions being driven by financial gain 

about pre application consultations being unsatisfactory, including the need to do a two step process  of an 

outline proposal to a more detailed one. 

the inefficiency of a system where groups often forced to adopt a principle of objecting at the outset in 

order to provide time to analyse the proposals and comment effectively.  

the apparent lack of  power or will to constrain developers. 

 

 



Neighbour notification 

Notification process isn’t fit for purpose – there should be a formal notification for anyone who might 

reasonably be affected (and within that the current geographical boundary should be enlarged) 

 

Appeals and Inquiries 

 There was discussion about the lack of  inquiries, hearings and site visits and the fact that the  DPEA doesn’t 

want to go down the road of mandatory PLIs. 

Discussion as to whether system of having independent reporters is actually fundamentally undemocratic. 

Question about whether the DPEA takes into account of the track record of developer. Response from DPEA 

that no it does not; applications are assessed against the development plan. 

Environmental Impact Assessments 

Questions were raised about the lack of health impact taken into account in Environmental Impact 

Assessments. 

Delegates raised the question of the impartiality of an EIA commissioned by a developer. Said there was a 

need for  independent EIA consultants 

There was a suggestion that an independent body should licence experts to provide independent evidence 

to councils 

Other evidence re unsatisfactory EIA’s including traffic and retail impact assessmets. An example was given 

of the difference between applicants EIA and council's assessments. 

Common Good Land 

There was concern and a lack of clarity about Common Good Land, what protection it affords and how it can 

be replaced in lieu of land sold off by councils.  

Windfarm developments 

Some delegates felt the community benefit was akin to a bribe – is such financial inducement appropriate? 

Related to that, there should be increased transparency around the trusts set up to manage community 

benefit payments 

Enforcement  

This frequently relates to Health and Safety and Environmental issues not just planning legislation. Why 

aren't health and safety executive involved in planning considerations and enforcement? 

 


