
Hi all,

It’s my pleasure to introduce you all to our new newsletter – the Digital Planner!

What is the Digital Planner?

Over the last 18 months or so, we have been concentrated on gathering 
information, and exploring options and opportunities for the future.

We’re now at an exciting time in the programme when we can start sharing more
about the work that we’re doing – and that’s where the Digital Planner comes in. 
This will be your source for the latest updates and information on planning’s digital
transformation.
 
What’s in this edition?

This first edition is focused primarily on answering many of the questions that 
you’ve asked. We’ve included a feature interview where I answer questions about 
the Digital Planning programme posed by Chris Cox of Stirling Council and Heads 
of Planning Scotland (HoPS). The questions that Chris asked came directly from our 
local government partners and I hope you’ll find my responses helpful.

How will we be taking this forward?

This will become a regular newsletter and provide a direct channel of 
communication with all of our partners. On top of this, we also intend to launch a 
website in the coming months to act as a platform for our communications going 
forward. It’s our intention that these two channels will provide the important 
information that you will need, and give each of you an opportunity to get involved 
in our programme.

The newsletter will discuss more about the various aspects of our Digital
Transformation programme, and will include updates on topics such as the Digital
Taskforce, how we’ve used the massive amount of user research data that we’ve
gathered to focus our thinking, and a closer look at the role that the concepts and
prototypes that we’ve been working on have played in exploring opportunities and
helping to engage with our partners. Stay tuned!

We want to hear from you too. We’ll answer the questions you have, and we can
share more on any key points you raise in future editions of The Digital Planner.

Foreward
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An update on the Digital Transformation programme? 

As you’re aware, we’re busy working to create the tools that we need to support a
world-leading planning system which is fit for the future – and that’s no small task!
We’ve spent a significant amount of time and energy researching this and have
spoken to many, many people; gathering information and identifying the
opportunities and blockers to all sorts of users of the planning system; and
identifying future or emerging technology that we could utilise. We’ve been taking
this information, analysing it, and identifying what we all think that a future digital
system should be.

In the Digital Strategy for Planning we’ll put forward seven commitments upon 
which the projects and workstreams that we’ll take forward will be based. Our 
goal is to develop a comprehensive package of work which will deliver a planning 
system that fulfils all seven of these commitments. In the coming months and after 
the launch of the Strategy, you will have a chance to influence and shape the order 
in which these commitments are delivered, and how we all can deliver on them.

We’ve also found it useful for us to remember how this work got started – with the
creation of a Digital Taskforce chaired by the Minister for Planning. The Taskforce
meets quarterly and is made up of experts from the planning, technology and
development sectors who help to steer and advise on how we can create a world-
leading planning system, fit for the future. Meetings of the Taskforce always 
remind me of the enthusiasm and drive that exists across Scotland to get this 
right, and we’re committed to doing so. We’re keen to give you an insight into the 
Taskforce and their fruitful discussions in a future instalment, so we hope you look 
forward to that!

We’re conscious of the challenges that we face, and there are many. We’re putting a
lot of effort into ensuring that our work is closely linked to that of the wider 
Planning and Architecture Division – particularly with the development of the 
National Planning Framework 4 (NPF4) and the Planning Reform agenda. We’re also 
moving forward with delivering upgrades to the current eDevelopment service, 
and there’ll be more on this in the next edition.

Of course, there’s much more to be done and we are keen for all of us to get
involved. So much so that we will proceed with the Digital Strategy only when we
have agreement on the way forward from our stakeholders and partners. After all,
you’re working with the system every day and we need to be sure that whatever 
we do works for you.

As always, you can get in contact with the team if you have any queries or want
more information. The details are in the ‘How do I get involved?’ section.

Thanks

Liz Pringle



The Digital Strategy for Planning will set out seven commitments, on which the 
projects and workstreams that we’ll take forward with our partners following 
strategy launch will be based. Our goal is to devise a comprehensive package 
of work which will deliver a planning system that fulfils all seven of these 
commitments.

In the coming months you will have a chance to influence and shape these 
commitments and how we deliver them. For now, we wanted to give you a 
preview.

Develop a new Planning Scotland gateway website as 
the entry point to all information and services relating to 
planning, that makes the best use of new technology

Provide digital tools to support meaningful and inclusive 
engagement, to promote the conversation about place 
and communities

Provide a connected suite of shared (national) platforms 
and tools to assess cases, monitor (real-time) progress 
and support the move to a plan-led system

Create an open, smart and data-driven planning system 
through a new shared (national) data platform – 
establishing improved data standards and management

Develop easy to understand information on planning and 
consistent processes that underpin the adoption of shared 
platforms and as building blocks to future innovation

Embed a culture of digital innovation in planning by 
establishing an Innovation Lab to research, test and 
implement new technologies

Create the conditions for successful delivery through 
greater collaboration and support for Local Authorities, 
and work with academia to provide the right digital skills 
for the planners of tomorrow

Digital Strategy For Planning:

Our 7 Commitments



Recently Chris Cox of Stirling Council and 
Heads of Planning Scotland (HoPS) met 
Liz Pringle at Victoria Quay to gain an 
understanding of how work on the Digital 
Strategy for Planning is progressing. This 
interview includes questions Chris was raising 
on behalf of her local authority colleagues.

Chris: Thanks for the opportunity to catch up 
and ask the questions we’re all keen to hear 
answered. First off, you’re drafting a Digital 
Planning Strategy and we know that you’ve 
paused to engage with stakeholders, including 
HoPS, before launching. Can you give us an 
update on how you’re taking the Strategy 
forward and timescales?

Liz: We’re as keen as everyone else to see the 
Strategy launched and begin delivery! But we 
recognise the most important thing is to get 
the contents right. Our focus over the coming months is collaborating with our 
partners, in local government and beyond, to ensure that the strategy is shaped 
by and meets the needs of those who use and operate the planning system in 
Scotland.

We hear a lot about co-design of products and services – we’re genuine about 
wanting to  work together to shape and then deliver real change for the better. This 
can be challenging and takes more time, but ultimately will mean a better informed 
and more robust strategy. 

We know there’s a considerable amount of engagement, collaboration and decision-
making to be collectively achieved before finalising the Strategy.   We have a 
working timeline of June 2020 for Strategy launch.  This gives sufficient time 
to collectively define the priority projects that will be contained in the Strategy.  
We’re looking at 5 year, long-term strategic commitments alongside short-term 12 
month priorities that we will begin to deliver following launch. It’s crucial we take 
stakeholder views on both of those and we’re currently working through a timeline 
of the activities that will facilitate this collaboration. 

Chris: You’ve engaged with a great many people to inform the basis of a digital 
strategy. From what you’ve heard, what are the main problems that a digital 
strategy can deal with and how are these findings helping to shape the strategy?

Feature: 

Interview with Liz Pringle
Creating a world-leading digital planning system for Scotland

Liz Pringle (Left) and Chris Cox (Right)



Liz: That’s right, we’ve spoken to well over 1000 people to understand the 
problems and challenges experienced by those involved in planning , so we can 
provide digital solutions to address these.
What’s been interesting is the level of consistency in what we heard across the 
private sector, public sector and from citizens. Strong themes emerged around 
communications, improving understanding and perception of planning, consistency 
of process and information and collaboration across the sector.

Data was seen as a tremendously important area that could really unlock huge 
potential if we value and manage data as an asset across the sector. In the space of 
technology there was widespread frustration with current systems expressed by 
all parties. This impacts our opportunity to innovate and to provide a cutting-edge 
digital planning service and we’ll need to work with suppliers, existing and new, to 
ensure they share and can support us achieving this vision.

Meaningful, inclusive engagement was another key theme. Customers want 
alternative ways to find out about and get involved in what’s happening around 
them. Planning authorities are keen to support this but have concerns around 
resource implications. This gives us some really useful insights to work with. So 
how can we, through digital, provide better customer experience, but also give 
planning authorities the means to deliver this within resource constraints. 

These key themes are directly influencing and shaping the content of the digital 
transformation programme that we’ll set out in the Digital Strategy.

Chris: What about the need for change, are there any particular drivers for change 
you’ve identified?

Liz: This is a really important point – understanding why you’re changing, and there 
are a number of different drivers. In daily life the digital agenda is huge, and it feels 
like this is happening at an increasing pace and it’s changing the way we deliver our 
public services.  

There are real financial and resource drivers that the public sector is experiencing. 
Recent RTPI reports show over 30% of planners are over 50 whilst the number of 
planning graduates is static, so we need to work differently. We need to free up 
planners time to focus on where their professional expertise adds value.

That might sound disheartening but there are real positive drivers as well. 
Technology is evolving, becoming more flexible and responsive. From the move 
to cloud-based platforms to data-driven innovation, there are huge opportunities 
becoming available. We’ve been looking at technology used in planning across the 
world which has helped inform our view of a future digital service.



Lastly, there’s policy drivers through introduction of the Planning Act and planning 
reform agenda. We strongly believe that digital can underpin delivery of the wider 
planning reform aims; an efficient, streamlined outcome-focus, inclusive and plan-
led system. We’re focused on making sure these aims are central to the digital 
transformation programme.

Chris: You mentioned resource drivers, and this is something Heads of Planning like 
many across the public sector, are extremely conscious of. We see new technology 
as providing huge opportunities for efficiencies - can you explain how you think 
these can be realised?

Liz: We anticipate there are significant opportunities, in particular from freeing 
up staff time currently taken up in repetitive administrative tasks. These could 
either be removed entirely or handled differently, through customer self-service 
or through tasks being automated. Early investigations working with a sample of 
authorities has shown potential to free up around 2 hours of staff time per day 
through reducing these tasks.

Just choosing one specific element,  there are still huge inefficiencies around 
invalid applications; the time taken to contact applicants, chase missing information 
and make sure the necessary information is present to validate applications.  
There’s enormous potential to streamline and drive efficiencies through a smarter 
application process to address this in the short-term, and perhaps in the longer-
term look at more innovative technology. For example, to determine whether a 
planning application is needed at all, and potentially for the more straight-forward 
applications to indicate to customers whether a planning application is likely to be 
approved based upon a planning authorities own rules.

Even if we look at the savings through implementation of ePlanning – since 
launch of ePlanning we’re looking at £27 million of savings to authorities through 
online submissions. The scale of the transformation we’re talking about now 
is significantly bigger, and we anticipate the potential to realise savings is also 
significantly greater. 

Early concept sketches exploring design opportunities around spatial planning.



Developed prototypes illustrating the “art of the possible” in development management.

Chris: In terms of development planning, we’ve also seen some exciting prototypes 
around harvesting data and providing better engagement tools through 
development planning. Could you explain some of the efficiencies you could see in 
development planning?

Liz:  We have a lot of background in identifying efficiencies [in development 
management] through ePlanning but actually, when you begin to look at spatial 
planning and the development planning process I’d argue the potential for 
efficiencies and improvements is even greater. 

There’s significant time and effort spent by planning authorities sourcing data – 
trying to understand what’s available and what’s appropriate for use at certain 
scales.  If we can provide a national data platform of robust, clean, consistent, 
maintained data needed for spatial planning across all geographies – national, 
regional, local and neighbourhood – that would be an immense step forward. 
It could be used to inform and enable a more efficient and streamlined plan 
preparation process, to use for engagement and to monitor the outcomes set out in 
the plans with improved links between policies at different spatial scales. 

We’ve begun some of this work already in support of the next National Planning 
Framework. We’re aiming for a first iteration of a data platform to inform strategic 
planning by the start of next year, which will contain data needed to inform NPF4 
(across themes such as economy, environment, energy, transport, people and living 
and built environment). We also aim to open this up to partners to help support 
development of Regional Spatial Strategies. This is very much a first step towards a 
common data platform for planning in Scotland.

Chris: I recently saw a prototype that took a holistic view of planning, showing 
everything from national applications through decision making and monitoring 
planning outcomes. Can you explain more on how you see this joining-up, and the 
role of prototyping.



Liz: We’ve really embraced prototyping as a means of communicating and 
collaborating with our stakeholders, and painting a picture of what the future could 
look like. We found it can be extremely difficult to successfully explain the art of 
the possible, but if you show people using prototypes it can be really powerful.  

We began with development management but our intention was always to look at 
the whole of the planning system. What has become really clear is a crucial part 
of getting digital transformation of planning right is taking that holistic end-to-end 
view of the system. For example, we frequently heard that stakeholders want much 
closer alignment between the planning application process and LDP policies – to 
cross reference and assess planning applications in real-time against the LDP data, 
in a much more sophisticated way than at present. So we’re thinking of the flow 
of information, data, processes and technology across the system in support of 
delivering planning  outcomes. That’s challenging to get right but a joined up digital 
service could be game-changing for planning in Scotland. 

The prototypes the team have been working on recently are visualising what this 
joined-up service could look like. It’s a work in progress but we feel it’s beginning 
to come together to produce something which is hugely exciting, and hopefully our 
stakeholders will feel the same! We’ll be launching a new website over the coming 
months to provide easier access to our work as it develops. 

Chris: HoPS have always strongly welcomed the Digital initiative and are keen that 
local government stakeholders are active partners in the governance arrangements 
moving forward. Can you explain more about this?

Here is our Lead User Researcher Ross exploring future innovation and transformation opportunities with Local 
Authority Planners at one of our Spatial Planning workshops.



Liz: Governance is very much a priority for us now. We’re at the point where we’re 
identifying and defining our programme governance, that will be in place for the 
duration of the programme. We propose using an approach that worked well for the 
eDevelopment Programme, and provides a clear governance framework. Ahead of 
strategy launch we’ll establish a senior level sponsorship group and a programme 
board with individual project boards following after Strategy launch. We see our 
local government partners, along with other stakeholders, as having representation 
on those boards. 

We’ve also been working with assurance colleagues to make sure we’re adhering 
to all the principles outlined in the Audit Scotland report for successful digital 
transformation programmes. It’s crucial we set off on the right foot with assurance 
activities integral to the programme. The first assurance activity, to take place 
ahead of Strategy launch, will be a Gateway Review strategic assessment to look 
at the overall direction and whether the programme is achievable and has support 
from key stakeholders. 

Chris: We’re keen to understand more about the practicalities of the digital 
transformation programme and what it means for planning authorities. Can 
you explain more around the roll out of new systems – for example, are new 
systems optional to planning authorities and are we required to go with an all-or-
nothing approach? We are also keen to understand the financial impacts for local 
authorities.

Liz:  In terms of whether the systems are all-or-nothing, no absolutely not. We 
entirely appreciate there will be technical, contractual and other considerations 
which mean that different partners will move at different speeds. We moving away 
from the traditional approach, with a big-bang where everyone launches at the 
same time – this will be a lot more agile and iterative in its delivery. It’s very much 
an option-based approach that provides flexibility around which projects partners 
want to get involved in, and we actively encourage that. We see there being 
early adopters and then different tranches following on for different projects and 
services, as partners incrementally come on board.  

On finance, we’re currently developing a business case outlining the costs and 
benefits of the whole digital transformation programme.  We’ll be able to say more 
on financial implications once we’ve developed the business case further. However 
I can say we’re looking across all possibilities for funding options, including the 
partnership model used very successfully for ePlanning over the last 10 years, 
where costs are shared between central and local government. But there are other 
options, including opportunities arising through digital business models that we 
are exploring. I do think it’s important we investigate different ways to fund the 
continuous improvement of the digital planning service across Scotland. 

Chris: HoPS are keen to understand how the new systems will work with existing 
systems – are you any clearer on that and have you engaged with Heads of IT? 



Liz:  We’ve begun discussions with Heads of IT and through SOCITM. The next step 
is to get into more detailed dialogue about existing systems, to understand council-
wide digital agendas and ensure we have alignment with each other’s aims. Its 
important we begin to get into the detail about  how we make the most of these 
emerging technologies and opportunities consistently across Scotland. We really 
hope that planning can act as the vanguard business area or service that sets an 
example that can be used more widely across authorities. 

We’ve also begun working with suppliers, including ESRI and IDOX, to explore 
how we get the best of breed technologies, and move towards a more open and 
interoperable approach to technology. We’ve begun that process – there’s much 
greater conversations that need to be ongoing but we’ve made a start with them. 

Chris: Lastly, you started with a very ambitious aim, that the digital planning 
initiative would provide world-leading innovation to delivery of planning services. 
Is that still your aim and if it is, how do you see the delivery of the planning system 
through digital planning affecting young people who may be interested in coming 
into the profession?

Liz:  Great question. We’re still very much aiming for a world-leading digital 
planning system for Scotland, which is ambitious but we believe it’s achievable. 
Crucially we’re looking for one that blends cutting-edge innovation with doing the 
basics incredibly well. So yes, it’s about looking at how we can use AI, BIM and 3D 
visualisations, or use Minecraft to engage young people in place, but we need to 
get the basics right too.  So it’s equally about making sure customers can find key 
pieces of information, provided in words they understand. It’s about making the 
payment process more efficient, and ensuring customers can track the status of 
planning applications, potentially reducing calls for planning authorities. So blending 
the fundamentals with that cutting-edge innovation and building on great examples 
that exist across Scotland. 

Digital can help embed a culture of innovation in the planning system. Whether 
that’s using digital as a means of getting young people interested in planning and 
place, and thinking about planning as a profession. But also working with planning 
schools to embed digital skills that people coming into the profession will need in 
the future, and encouraging new ideas and ways of working. 

So going back to your question, Chris, you’re right it is an ambitious aim! But we 
firmly believe embracing digital technology can help transform planning, empower 
people and deliver great places! 



In the next edition  

The next edition of the newsletter will focus on the next upcoming meeting of the 
Digital Taskforce and the important role that this collective is playing in shaping 
and informing the programme. 

We also hope to discuss more about our plans for delivering the next suite of 
upgrades to the current eDevelopment.scot service – nicknamed Development I – 
and the types of changes that you can expect in early 2020.

Keep your ears to the ground…

How do I get involved?

We’re eager to hear from you – For more information or if you have any questions, 
please contact us or follow us on:

  Twitter: @DigiPlanningSG
  Email: digitalplanning@gov.scot
  

  Twitter: @eDevelopmentSG
  Email: eDevelopment@gov.scot
  Phone: 0131 244 1450


