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Who is benefitting from the way we do housing in Scotland?
Housing is important, we all need affordable homes to live in. We want our homes to be warm 
and dry, located in places that feel safe, where we can thrive, with amenities nearby and 
access to nature.

However, our houses are increasingly unaffordable, room sizes are smaller and many new 
builds are of poor design and standard.i There is a growing inequality between those who have 
houses and who benefit from house price rises, and a whole generation of young people who 
are priced out of the market, struggling to pay rent and living with constant insecurity. There 
is an under supply of housing, yet many houses lie empty ii and vacant and derelict land goes 
unused. iii

We face a very urgent climate problem and also an underrated problem of biodiversity loss.iv  
Yet many large scale housing schemes are being proposed on sensitive greenfield sites, 
away from public transport links with little thought to protecting or enhancing the natural 
environment and creating wildlife corridors and links. 

Many people find it hard to understand how housing that is clearly not sustainable is given 
permission, even when policies that talk about sustainable development are in place. The 
Covid crisis has demonstrated the need for access to green space and community facilities, 
yet large scale housing schemes lead to increased pressure on schools and GP surgeries and 
a loss of free open spaces for kids to play.

People living in areas where there are a lot of potentially lucrative sites for development feel 
powerless to have any influence on proposals, even if it is clear they are poorly designed 
or badly located. Highly technical arguments around land supply 
are frequently used to justify granting planning permission. For 
those most directly affected we have found that this leads to an 
unreported problem of health and mental health issues as people 
have no control and feel they have no voice.

Scotland’s housing and planning system should provide 

a decent home for everyone, not create speculative 

investment opportunities for a few big companies.
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Factors driving the problem

The financialisation of housing
Many people will be familiar with the fact that in recent decades our homes 
have become assets rather than places to live in, they have become a means of 
gaining wealth rather than something for social good. Although many homeowners 
have benefitted from this financialisation of housing, it creates long term problems and 
inequalities.v House prices are rocketing, and in some cases, people are being forced from 
their homes to make way for luxury developments or pushed out of their communities because 
they can no longer afford to live there. With the certainty of rapidly rising house and land prices, 
property and land speculation has become a major means of financial gain in the UK. Those 
who benefit greatly from this system are landowners and property developers who gain from 
housing shortages and high land prices. 

In addition, the housebuilding industry has become dominated by a few companies whose 
chief goal is to provide a good return for shareholders rather than good homes for people. 
Smaller builders and community developers are crowded out. 

Land speculation
Land speculation is a process by which land is bought and held. It is fundamental to the 
business model of property developers. Speculation can result in huge increases in the value 
of land. When planning permission is granted, those who own the land benefit from the rise in 
the value of the land. The amount of land value uplift or betterment can be huge, land value 
can go up 200 times its original value.

Whilst some people profit handsomely from land speculation, it leads to problems with high 
house prices, high rents and a lack of affordable housing being built. It means that most of the 
cost of a house is made up of land rather than what is built on it. It takes money that could be 
spent on other things out of people’s pockets. It also makes it very hard for anyone other than 
the wealthy to develop land. 

We need radical changes to land acquisition and profits made from increases in land values.

Over reliance on the private sector to deliver housing
Scotland and indeed the UK, have become increasingly reliant on the speculative private 
development model to deliver homes and particularly the so-called volume housebuilders. 
Their business models rely on buying up land, gaining planning permission then drip feeding 
housing on to the market, building out slowly to keep house prices high. 

But many, including the Scottish Land Commission, are now arguing that this model is broken 
and won’t deliver the amount and kind of affordable housing that is needed. Neither does it 
produce the right quality of housing located in the right places that we need to address net 
zero climate targets. 

Planning Democracy also argue that it takes no account of the limits of land and our planet 
and it provides no place for democracy or community engagement. Pressure to support any 
development, because it delivers economic growth, has resulted in a planning system that 
enables and facilitates the speculative market, when it should be regulating it. Planning should 
be about protecting and enhancing places and working collaboratively with communities for 
development they need.
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How can we change things?
Over the years, planners have become passive players in our market driven planning system. 
Planners are no longer in the driving seat, it is the speculative housing lobby who have control 
of the engine, steering wheel and even the sat nav!

Introducing public led planning
We propose that public led planning is an opportunity for planners to take back control, 
land values to be captured, house prices to be stabilised and more sustainable affordable 
development to be built in places where communities want it to be built.

Public led planning is where the planning system moves away from relying on the market to 
deliver development, enabling public authorities to take the lead working in full collaboration 
with communities. Local planning authorities proactively select and develop the most suitable 
and sustainable sites rather than responding to developer proposals on sites which often end 
up being selected for profit rather than planning reasons.

Public led planning can provide a mechanism for the public sector to capture any value uplift 
from the development. Local authorities need powers to compulsory purchase land at close 
to existing land value. They can then act as developer, pass the land on to communities or 
sell to the private sector. To do this we need changes to compulsory purchase legislation and 
a big pot of money for local authorities. By empowering local authorities to select the most 
sustainable sites for development and giving them control over who land is released to it will 
become possible to diversify the development sector too, moving away from a reliance on 
large ‘volume’ housebuilders and enabling more community-led, co-housing and self-build 
projects to emerge.
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Ensuring a plan led system
The Scottish planning system is supposed to be plan led. This means that development plans 
(such as Edinburgh or Glasgow City Plans) guide decisions on planning applications. The 
technical way of saying this is that all planning decisions should be made in accordance with 
the local development plan, unless material considerations indicate otherwise. That last bit 
about material considerations means unless other planning matters are considered important 
enough to allow that development to happen even if it is not in the development plan.

Planning Democracy agree with a plan led system, but we know that it is seriously 
undermined when speculative applications that do not comply with local development plans 
are granted permission, because of these other material considerations. It is also undermined 
when developers successfully appeal when planning permission is refused because the 
proposal is contrary to the development plan

Local Development Plans need to be drawn up with full community engagement. They should 
be a collaboration between the local authority and local citizens. The development industry 
should have less direct influence in the development plan process. Currently they have a lot 
of influence, for example, when planning authorities prepare their plans they issue a Call for 
Sites, asking developers to put forward potential sites to be developed. This is a market driven 
process that relies heavily on developers choosing which sites go into the plan, rather than the 
planning authority and community deciding on the most appropriate sites. By calling for sites they 
effectively transfer public authority planning duties to the private sector. This encourages a reactive 
assessment of sites that have been selected for private interests and profit not public interest.

Site proposals need to be far more transparent about who owns land and what financial stake 
land promoters vi will have if a site is allocated. Ideally, all land allocated for development 
would be compulsorily purchased and then sold on for development to remove this form of 
speculation from the planning process.

A plan led system needs to discourage speculative applications.

We need:
● A presumption against planning applications that are outwith the plan

● To only allow developers to appeal decisions (refusal of permission)  
that accord with the plan

● To give communities a right of appeal on applications granted permission, 
 that are contrary to local development plans
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Strengthening the policies we have
Existing planning policies need to be strengthened until public led planning is achieved. 
We need strong policies to prevent planners feeling forced to give permission for economic 
reasons, where they don’t feel it is appropriate. Strong policies are needed to ensure that net 
zero and biodiversity gains are of equal status as economic criteria.

Refusal of planning permission shouldn’t have a financial consequence for local authorities, 
particularly a threat of appeal or court action from the developer. 

Transparency over housing land supply
Current planning legislation requires that the NPF contain “targets for the use of land in 
different areas of Scotland for housing”. These should include brownfield/ vacant land targets, 
bringing back empty homes into use and conversion of existing buildings and not just new 
build. They should also identify land that can be purchased by local authorities.

Planners need to be able to make decisions based on sustainable development criteria. 
Decisions should not be unduly swayed by shortages in the 5 year effective housing land supply.

Challenging the housing cartels
The volume housebuilders currently have an undue influence on policy, legislation and 
decisions. The planning system has been captured by the interests of those it should be 
regulating. The development lobby also control the markets. This is not right and needs to be 
challenged. We need to make a complaint to the monopolies commission or request a review 
of anti-competitive practices. 

Homes for Scotland sit at the top table when communities scrabble around for the crumbs. 
Communities need equal access to policy and law makers.
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i A Shelter survey found 51% of owners of recent new builds experience problems including construction, fittings and utilities
ii In Scotland 2,199 non-domestic properties are deemed derelict or vacant (SVDLS 2020) 
iii Almost a third of the Scottish population lives within 500 meters of a derelict site (SLC 2018)
ivAlmost half of Scotland’s species have declined in the last 50 years, and one in nine is at risk of extinction. (Scot LINK 2020)
v The wealthiest 10% have an average of £420,000 worth of property - compared with the least wealthy half of the population who have 
negligible or no property wealth, either because they are renting, or because their mortgage accounts for such a large share of the value of 
their property. Main results from the Wealth and Assets Survey: Office of National Statistics (2015).
vi Land promoters seek planning permission on behalf of landowners, they buy up and control huge amounts of land. Gladman’s for 
example was pursuing over 100 greenfield sites on edges of towns, promising farmers 50-60 times the value of their land if they allowed 
Gladman’s to seek planning permission for them. (B Colenutt)

Fair taxation and Capture of Land Value
More needs to be done to ensure that the unearned benefits of rising land value is distributed 
fairly. This means that the increase in value of land once planning permission gained is 
captured by the community, not the developers, and used to fund key infrastructure and 
services and to fund community asset transfers and build long-term public-community control 
over land.

Over time the aim would be to reduce land values by preventing speculation in land and 
encouraging a system where markets value what is built. This should lead to better quality 
housing and design. 

The SNP Government have a commitment in their manifesto to introduce Land Value Capture 
to “make sure changes of land use lead to a proportion of the increase in the price being 
reinvested in the local community, including social infrastructure and affordable housing” 
This is welcomed, but importantly any changes must be accompanied by a strengthened 
planning system with rights of appeal for communities.
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Planning Democracy is a community run organization that campaigns for 
a more people-friendly and accountable planning system in Scotland.

For years Planning Democracy has campaigned hard to get the 
community voice heard, most recently during a major rewrite of planning 
legislation in Scotland which resulted in the Planning (Scotland) Act 2019. 
We mobilized hundreds of people to campaign for greater community 
rights in planning, particularly calling for an Equal Right of Appeal.

There is still a very long way to go, as the length of this guide suggests, 
planning is very complicated and not community-friendly. We continue to 
fight for changes to the planning system to make it more accessible and 
responsive to the concerns of communities.

 Planning Democracy 
 @plandemoc                                                          

DONATEThe guides can be found here

Responding to a Planning Application

Guide to Judicial Reviews 
(challenging a planning decision)

If this has helped you can you help us?
We hope to produce more guides to planning appeals and housing 
land supply. Please help us to do this by donating.

If you have found this briefing useful you may consider signing up 
as a Planning Democracy supporter or making a donation to

https://www.planningdemocracy.org.uk/donate/

E: info@planningdemocracy.org.uk
W: www.planningdemocracy.org.uk


