
So I guess many of you who are attending today have concerns about how planning is 

becoming more business driven and perhaps you have experience that shows that planning 

is not serving citizens or environmental interests. In planning speak this is referred to as 

public interest. The system is there to deliver development in the public interest. This is 

something that Planning Democracy have been thinking about for some time.  We have real 

concerns that neoliberal values and the vested interests that promote a business friendly 

planning system, are not able to deliver public interest that is the kinds of things we need 

affordable housing to sustainable buildings and environmentally friendly places.  

  

Since Tom was born and our current system of planning was brought into law planning has 

been emasculated somewhat. The planning system we now have runs up against other 

commitments we have towards the environment and people’s rights. These commitments 

are of course of increasing importance and urgency, with our climate challenges and the 

increasing inequalities in society. So we have to challenge how we are doing things.  

 

In 1998 the UK signed up to the Aarhus  Convention on Access to Information, Public 

Participation in Decision-Making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters Way back 

then there was an awareness that we couldn’t carry on as we were then and our 

environmental challenges needed the public to play their part. 

 

The Aarhus Convention establishes a number of rights with regard to the environment and 

the decision making that affects it. The Aarhus Convention gave us freedom of information 

laws (that Tom and many others find very useful), this is the most successful part of the 

convention, but it also underpins our rights to participate in decision making and access to 

justice. So it is important to planning  

 

But our rights enshrined in Aarhus, run up against business oriented system of planning that 

we have today which sees people as customers not citizens with democratic rights and 

responsibilities and well kind of just ignores the whole environment bit.  

 

So, in Scotland in theory there are allegedly three core sets of interests in planning; planning 

authorities, developers and the public. This view is underpinned by the Aarhus Convention. 

But this principle of a public right to participate becomes rather awkward in a market drive 

planning system, which wants to facilitate rather than regulate development. A market-led 

system of planning equates public interest with development, ie any development is seen as 

a positive if it creates growth and contributes to the economy. Doesn’t matter what the 

development is or how sustainable it is, increasingly the arguments go well if it contributes 

to the economy its OK. This leaves little space for meaningful community engagement and is 

really divisive, because it casts anyone who objects to a development as a problem. 

  

There is a common perception among planners, developers, councillors and others that 
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those who respond to planning  applications are a nuisance, so much so that they have their 

own  specific negative label of NIMBY’s. Since setting up PD in 2009 I have fought hard to 

counter this accusation, because I believe that people like Tom are not spending their whole 

lives fighting planning battles without extremely good reason. You don’t do planning for 

fun! The issue here is the system and how it places people. Video on website.  

 

If planning reverted back to taking a more neutral view of development, one where 

development is only perceived to  be in the public interest if it contributes to the health and 

well being of society then the role of ‘objector’ is cast in a different light and  perceptions 

can change. The objector is more akin to a positive role model of someone carrying out their 

civic duty in order to protect the public good rather than a nuisance.  

 

It is not only communities who are cast in a negative light. Many  planners too have 

expressed feeling undervalued, unappreciated and  ground down by the market driven 

system where they operate in a culture of austerity and lack resources and time. This is a 

system where the  developer is seen to be the chief customer and planners are expected to  

facilitate rather than regulate their actions. Its all rather  dysfunctional, and  it is increasingly 

awkward for  anyone whether community or professional to be critical of development,  

whether or not that development is in keeping with policy or plans, is  bad for the 

environment or simply poor quality design. 

 

This system allows developers to put in repeat applications,  (*such as Park Quadrant*) a 

luxury that they make frequent use of,  often doing so over a number of years, gradually 

grinding down any community appetite or ability to respond (*unless you are Tom or  

Marty*).  

This system gives only developers a right  to appeal decisions   

Although we can challenge in court it is only the developers who can afford this.  

So the system is entirely geared towards the profit  driven hand of business rather than the 

public trying to make sure we get the right kind of development. 

 

In this development friendly world planners are expected to be solutions  focused, and are 

less able to behave impartially because of the  increasing *commercialisation of the 

planning process* (as Tom has  pointed out). Communities are expected to be pro 

development, ready to  engage earlier and earlier in the system in order to ensure that they 

are ready to accept the inevitability of some form of development.(*and  now take part in 

Local Place Plans*) 

 

Meanwhile the system too often seems to discourage local elected  councilors from 

engaging with their constituents, some interpreting the  code of conduct requiring them to 

be impartial to mean not communicating  at all with people who are opposed to a 

development for fear of being  barred from voting on an application. This often leaves 



communities  baffled and angry as to why their elected representatives are apparently  not 

representing their views.  

 

This produces a conflict ridden system that is utterly disempowering for people to engage 

in.   

 

So What happens then to those impacted by negative aspects of development and the 

development process? Who is currently listening to the voices of  those concerned? Whose 

needs are being serviced in this current model of  planning? The property development 

industry or the public?  

 

With elections coming up, this is a key question to take to your MSPs. Resolving the problem 

should be a major manifesto commitment of all parties. In 2019 we had new planning 

legislation which did nothing at all to address this problem.  

Both Planning Democracy and Fair planning are trying to work together to develop a 

humanifesto, which contains key requirements and challenges to the current system. How 

do we change the system to make it respond better to people’s rights to participate, but 

also to deliver the kind of places and development that we need in these challenging times.  

 


