
 

 

Consultation on the Participation Statement for the Third 
National Planning Framework (NPF3) 
 
Response by Planning Democracy 
 
Planning Democracy welcomes the opportunity to comment upon the design of the Participation 
Statement for the third National Planning Framework for Scotland.  
 
Our submission is in three parts:  
 

 Part 1 provides a brief introduction to Planning Democracy;  
 Part 2 outlines our broad understanding of the consultation process for NPF2 and the extent to 

which it did or did not engage effectively with community stakeholders and the wider public;  
 Part 3 presents some specific recommendations for approaching the consultation on NPF3. 

  
We hope that this submission is of value, and that there will be opportunities for Planning Democracy 
to work further with the government to shape a more democratic and accountable NPF3. 
 
 
Part 1:  What is Planning Democracy? 
 
Planning Democracy is a registered charity which campaigns for a fair and inclusive planning system 
in Scotland.  We advocate for transparent and accountable decision-making, based on a level playing 
field between all stakeholders.  We do this because planning decisions have a long lasting, and often 
permanent effect on the lives of individuals and communities who have a right to have their views 
taken into account when decisions are made as to what developments take place where.   
 
The mission of Planning Democracy is threefold: 
 

 to undertake practical and academic research on the state of community participation in the 
Scottish planning system  

 to campaign for just and open decision-making within the planning system 
 to promote practical changes for a more equitable, inclusive and transparent planning system. 

 
 
Part 2: NPF2 consultation and beyond 
 
Planning Democracy supports the idea of a National Planning Framework.  We believe that a national 
strategy provides a means of democratically shaping key priorities for the spatial development of the 
country.  We further believe that the NPF process can provide an opportunity to shape an innovative 



national conversation, becoming an exemplar of the Government’s commitment to an actively 
democratic planning system.  
 
Whilst we recognize that some good work went into the consultation process for NPF2, our research 
into three of the developments designated through NPF2 (Hunterston, Rosyth, and the Forth 
Replacement Crossing) suggests that there is room for significant improvement in preparing NPF31.   (It 
is worthy of note that three NPF2 projects proved to be sufficiently contentious as to require Public 
Inquiries.  Early, thorough, and open scrutiny against the criteria for inclusion could have resolved the 
contentious issues.)   
 
Some of our findings mirror those of the Local Government and Communities Committee in their report 
on NPF22.  These include their concern at the level of public notification and general awareness of the 
National Planning Framework and, particularly, the process of proposing and considering candidate 
national developments.  It is clear that individuals and communities likely to be affected by any such 
development must have full and fair opportunities to contribute to the decision-making process.  
 
We welcome the Government’s openness in acknowledging some of these problems and its willingness 
to seek means of improving the process.  We recognise that it has traditionally proved challenging to 
engage a wider public in strategic planning processes, and that the Government may have misgivings 
about the potential negative impacts of strong local opposition to nationally significant infrastructure 
projects.  We nevertheless believe that the process can and should be improved.  This is of particular 
significance now that strategic planning decisions are being made increasingly remotely from affected 
communities. 
 
Our research has identified three key principles that, in our opinion, should guide the design of future 
NPF consultations to ensure that the NPF becomes a symbol of a new culture of active planning 
democracy: 
 
1. A commitment to ensure that the NPF is a product of a genuine national conversation about 

priorities for the future  
 
2. A commitment to explore innovative forms of public engagement to promote this conversation, 

such as citizen juries, consensus conferences, or grand debates (as used in France);  thus ensuring 
that Scotland is at the forefront in fostering an active participatory democracy by exploring 
innovative approaches to policymaking.  

 
3. A commitment to ensure that those likely to be affected by possible national developments are fully 

included in these deliberations.  This means creating mechanisms through which local knowledge, 
experience and expertise can be acknowledged as valid in decisions relating to the designation of 
national developments, without unduly undermining the value and principle of having a NPF.  

 
In Part 3, below, we identify ten key, specific recommendations for how these principles could be better 
met.  
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Part 3: Recommendations for NPF3 and beyond 
 

(i) Embrace innovative deliberative techniques 
As indicated in a recent meeting with the Government, Planning Democracy have engaged in 
discussions with the University of Edinburgh who may be interested in supporting the use of a citizen 
juries or other such deliberative process to assist in the consultation process for NPF3.  We note that 
techniques such as citizen juries were mentioned during the planning reform deliberations but that 
these have yet to be adopted in practice3.  The University has considerable expertise in the use of such 
techniques and may be willing to contribute resources to develop a pilot / demonstration project that 
could be used to explore the value of such an approach. 
 
We believe that such a technique has the potential to add considerable levels of democratic scrutiny 
and legitimacy to the NPF process – providing a means of scrutinizing proposals or deliberating as to 
the principles which should guide such issues as the criteria for selecting national developments or 
establishing key siting criteria for proposed national developments.  
 
We would welcome the opportunity to discuss this proposal further with the Government and to 
ascertain whether there is a willingness to support such a project, and how it should be designed (e.g. 
makeup of the jury, remit and scope of its enquiry and recommendations). 
 
We believe that further work is required to explore the full potential of such techniques and note the 
apparent success of participatory debates in France in shaping key infrastructure decisions.  Other 
techniques of interest include: twenty first century town meetings, the deliberations in New York on 
how to redevelop the Ground Zero site,  cross-state deliberative meeting with citizens of New Orleans, 
both in the city and in their temporary residences, to discuss rebuilding the city after Hurricane Katrina 
and ‘consensus conferences’ that have been widely used to deliberate on key policy issues and 
technology developments.  These techniques are not a panacea, and will not necessarily ensure a fully 
democratic process.  However, they can provide a focus for attention and debate that can help raise the 
wider public profile of the NPF, whilst ensuring that citizen expertise is fully harnessed in a more 
accountable process.  
 
In the long term our vision would be for an NPF consultation process that made full use of such 
techniques as a means of building a full and open national conversation about the spatial development 
of the country. We believe that the Government should investigate how such a process might be 
designed and resourced. 
 
(ii) Provide clarity on the selection process for national developments 
It is vital that the consultation process is used as a means of building a clear, and democratically 
scrutinized set of criteria for selecting candidate national developments based on an appropriate 
assessment of their sustainability.   (The selection process must also consider any impacts on 
designated sites (SSSI, SAC, SPA, Ramsar, Natura etc) in the vicinity of the proposal.  There is little value 
in designating sites if designations can be conveniently ignored whenever a development is mooted.) 
This must be transparent and subsequently used to assess and publicly justify the selections made.  We 
believe that a citizen’s jury or similar deliberative process would provide an effective means of opening 
up the selection process to the required degree of participatory scrutiny.  This could be used to both 
propose and establish sustainability criteria and to test proposed developments against those criteria. 
 
(iii)  Provide sufficient resources 
Planning Democracy is particularly concerned that the Government has not committed sufficient 
resources to ensure that the consultation process can have a sufficiently wide reach.  Whilst we 
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understand that resources are tight, the Government needs to demonstrate its commitment to a 
democratic planning system by properly resourcing the consultation process in its flagship strategic 
plan. 
 
(iv)  Arrange local level consultation and notification 
In keeping with Aarhus Convention commitments, it is vitally important that the views of those who 
will be immediately affected by proposed national developments are clearly and carefully sought out.  
This was by no means always the case in the preparation of NPF2.  It is particularly important that there 
is widespread local advertisement of proposed national developments, and opportunities for those 
affected to voice their opinions and have them listened to and taken into account. 
 
Ideally, this would involve local level participation in national deliberation on siting criteria and 
decisions through e.g. 21st Century Town meetings.  At a minimum, this should involve widely 
advertised local public debates through which local knowledge and concerns can be fed into the 
selection process.  Local authorities might be appropriate vehicles for doing this work.  However, they 
would need to be fully resourced to do so and an ‘independent’ voice may be better placed to win public 
trust. Facilitation of the meetings by trained individuals who are seen as being informed but impartial, 
will be vital to their success. The Government should commit to clearly responding to expressed local 
concerns.  The process for involving potentially affected communities in this way should be made clear 
in the participation statement. 
 
(v)  Provide greater clarity as to the stages at which challenges can be made to candidate national 
developments  
Questions have arisen about what issues can and cannot be considered at the application stage in 
relation to national developments. At the pre-inquiry meeting for Hunterston Inquiry the topics for 
consideration included need and justification for inclusion in NPF2, whereas at the pre-inquiry meeting 
for Rosyth Container Terminal Inquiry, these issues were specifically excluded.  No substantive reason 
was given. Such inconsistencies undermine the democratic processes. 
 
We believe that questions of need should be open to question at this stage, at least in circumstances 
where national policy is unclear and/ or new evidence is available that calls into question the principle 
of certain forms of development/ technology.  This would, allow emerging evidence to be taken into 
account where developments concern new and fast moving technologies, e.g. carbon capture and 
storage, (or, in the case of the Beauly Denny power line use of a sub-sea cable). 
 
A Public Inquiry may or may not be an appropriate means to interrogate a proposal.  However, if the 
project remains contentious, a Public Inquiry provides an important forum for debate that should be 
explicitly valued by the Government and not seen as unnecessary ‘delay’.   The time taken by a Public 
Inquiry is, after all, a tiny fraction of the total preparation and life time of any major infrastructure 
project. 
 
Where national policy is unclear or out of date, there must be an opportunity for site-specific 
challenges. 
 
(vi) Parliamentary and participatory scrutiny 
Parliamentary scrutiny should be used to further enhance the transparency of the process.  A 
parliamentary debate at the Main Issues Report stage would be one means of achieving this.  
Consideration should also be given to creating an effective mixture of participatory and parliamentary 
scrutiny through, for example, parliamentary debate on the results of a citizen jury’s recommendations 
on criteria for selection of national developments. We would like to see some kind of response from 
parliament to the citizen’s jury process as essential, not least to make the participants of the juries feel 
it was worth their while, but to put trust in this kind of process of active democracy.  
 
(vii) Conduct of public meetings / workshops 



We welcome the Government’s interest in improving the effectiveness of workshop sessions and its 
willingness to explore innovative forms of engagement using e.g. graphic techniques.  We believe, 
however, that it is particularly important to ensure that opportunities for people to engage are 
provided in a way that enables them to communicate in their own language in a non–threatening 
environment. It must be appreciated that the vast majority of the public are unfamiliar with formal 
workshop spaces / meetings and the atmosphere they create.  We would suggest that, wherever 
possible, the spaces for public engagement are organised in less formal settings, with less formal attire 
(during the Cowley Rd consultation the engineers were asked to ‘dress down’ for the consultations, the 
advice was not to wear grey suits).  The language should be accessible and facilitators should be used to 
help ‘translate’ any difficult concepts or thoughts either way.  
 
(viii)  Linking debate and decision  
It is vital that people participating in the process have a clear understanding of how their participation 
influences resultant decisions.  Workshops too often do not make this apparent.  Such clarity needs to 
be established and communicated more clearly so that people feel that their voices have been listened 
to and taken into account.  The ‘living document’ nature of the previous participation statement made 
this relationship particularly difficult to discern and more needs to be done to ensure transparency in 
this regard.  It is particularly important that this is made clear to those people and communities who 
would be directly affected by national developments. 
 
(ix) Timing of consultation 
The consultation periods, including parliamentary scrutiny, for the NPF should not fall over holiday 
periods. 
 
(x) Scrutiny of the participation process 
We believe that the Scottish Government should establish a clearer framework for independent 
monitoring and evaluation of the effectiveness of participation in the preparation of the NPF through 
publication of a set of formal criteria based on the National Standards for Community Engagement. 
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