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Summary 

 
 RSPB Scotland considers planning to be central to the delivery of the Climate 

Change Plan. 
 Planning has a unique role to play in delivering low carbon energy in harmony 

with nature. 
 Planning and building standards are also essential for reducing energy demand. 
 Increasingly tight budgets for local authorities will make it harder for them to 

participate in discretionary activities such as developing approaches to 
decarbonising heat, despite the long-term benefits of doing so. 

 
 
Introduction 
 
The RSPB has considerable experience in engaging with the planning system in 
relation to renewable energy.  Over the past several years we have responded to 
thousands of wind farm applications and have made practical interventions to influence 
public policy to plan renewable energy in harmony with nature – both in the UK and 
across Europe with our BirdLife partners.  We promote good practice amongst local 
planning authorities, emphasising planning for biodiversity and environmental 
assessment techniques. At a regional and local level in the UK, we comment on plans 
and individual projects that may have significant effects on birds and biodiversity. 
 
The RSPB prides itself on being an evidence-based organisation.  We therefore 
undertook research to explore how a low carbon energy future could be achieved in the 
UK, whilst limiting impact on sensitive wildlife and habitats.  We did this using 
pioneering mapping techniques to assess where renewable energy can be located with 
low ecological risk, based on current understanding and available data. 
 
The main output of this research, The RSPB’s 2050 Energy Vision1, makes a number of 
policy recommendations in order to meet Scotland’s energy needs at low risk to nature: 
these include identifying suitable sites for renewables through strategic spatial 

planning, eliminating energy waste and transforming low carbon heat and 

                                                
1 https://www.rspb.org.uk/Images/energy_vision_summary_report_tcm9-419580.pdf 
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transport.  These recommendations point to the importance of local authorities in 
delivering the Climate Change Plan, and the central role of the planning system in 
managing energy supply and demand. 
 
RSPB Scotland is a member of Stop Climate Chaos Scotland, and we support the 
evidence that they have submitted on the draft Climate Change Plan. 
 
Local government 
 
Local government has a crucial role both in spatial planning for renewables and 
supporting and delivering energy efficiency to households. 
 
The Climate Change Plan sets out a number of policies and proposals where the 
Scottish Government intends to work with local authorities to deliver or promote  
carbon-reducing activities, such as development of Scotland’s Energy Efficiency 
Programme (SEEP); increasing uptake of low carbon vehicles through public 
procurement; and decarbonising heat supply.  Although these projects will have long-
term benefits to residents, businesses and community planning partners as well as local 
authorities themselves, councils are facing increasingly squeezed budgets, so it seems 
unlikely that there would be much take-up for discretionary work that has short-term 
costs in time and resources.  We would suggest that should be acknowledged in the 
Climate Change Plan, and that local authority take-up should be monitored and 
reviewed early in the plan’s implementation, in case take-up is low and alternative 
approaches are needed. 
 
Planning 
 
We are disappointed not to see a greater commitment to the role of planning in 
supporting and delivering the Climate Change Plan.  While the plan describes the 
current status of the planning system in relation to climate change mitigation, it does not 
explore the great potential that the planning system has to manage energy supply and 
demand in a strategic way, and we consider this to be a significant missed opportunity. 
 
The RSPB’s 2050 Energy Vision makes the case for strategic spatial planning for 
renewable energy developments, and sets out a methodology to achieve this, which we 
would like the Scottish Government to adopt in order to avoid the most important wildlife 
sites:  
 

 Map where the energy source is technically viable 
 Exclude areas with physical constraints that prevent deployment 
 Exclude areas where there are policy constraints to deployment 
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 Exclude areas of medium and high ecological sensitivity 
 
A plan-led approach will help minimise conflict and delays in the planning system, 
leading to lower costs and faster progress in the deployment of renewable electricity.  
We recommend that potential environmental impacts are assessed and addressed at 
the earliest possible stage in the planning process. 
 
We support the accelerated target for electricity sector carbon intensity to fall to less 
than 50 grams of CO2 per kilowatt hour: we would recommend that this target should be 
made statutory, and that this carbon intensity should also be a requirement for individual 
energy developments, and a material consideration in planning decisions.  
 
As a national infrastructure priority, we would expect to see Scotland’s Energy 
Efficiency Programme (SEEP) embedded in the planning system and addressed 
through the National Planning Framework and Scottish Planning Policy.  We would 
recommend that the final Climate Change Plan contains a commitment to this. 
 
We support the review of energy standards within building regulations: these need to be 
tightened in order to ensure that new buildings – both domestic and non-domestic – use 
energy as efficiently as possible.  We would also support the phased regulation of 
existing buildings, to accelerate improvements in the energy efficiency of all building 
stock. 
 
The role of planning in supporting modal shift in travel from private car to public and 
active travel is not covered in the draft Climate Change Plan.  Indeed, there is very little 
on managing demand for travel or promoting sustainable modes, and we consider the 
reliance on improvements in vehicle technology to reduce emissions from transport to 
be over-optimistic.  There is scope for significant demand management, and this can be 
supported by local authorities both in the design and location of new developments 
(particularly the promotion of mixed-use developments), and in their support for buses 
and active travel routes. 


