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All Heads of Planning 

  
22 September 2020 
 
Dear Colleagues 
 
PLANNING OBLIGATIONS REVIEW AND RESEARCH ON DEVELOPER 
CONTRIBUTIONS 

 
I am writing to ask that you support some important research that the Scottish Government 
has commissioned in relation to the value, incidence and impact of developer contributions in 
Scotland.  Specifically, and as a critical part of the project, this will involve a request for your 
authority to complete a questionnaire that will shortly be sent to you by the researchers, and 
which has previously been piloted by a small group of authorities. 
 
As part of the ongoing planning reform programme, the Scottish Government committed to 
take stock of the effectiveness of existing developer contributions mechanisms. Carrying out 
such a review was also one of the recommendations made last year by the Scottish Land 
Commission in their advice to Scottish Ministers on land value uplift capture. 
 
Our intention had been to start this work in the Spring of this year. But of course the impact 
of the Covid-19 pandemic has required us to re-evaluate and reschedule much of our work 
programme. However, we are now in a position to get the review of developer contributions 
back underway. Funding and delivering the infrastructure and affordable housing that are 
necessary to create high quality places remain key challenges for the planning system. Their 
provision is also an important part of the wider effort to support inclusive growth and 
recovery. As such, questions about the effectiveness of – and the scope to improve – 
planning obligations and other mechanisms remain as relevant as ever. I therefore consider 
this to be a timely piece of work, particularly as we seek to embed an ‘infrastructure first’ 
approach to planning and development going forward. 
 
The findings of the review will inform future policy development on infrastructure planning 
and delivery in Scotland. Specifically, the review will help to inform the emerging NPF4, 
potential updates to Circular 3/2012 and (over the longer term) implementation of the 
infrastructure levy. 
  
As you know, this is a complex topic. Evaluating the effectiveness of planning obligations will 
involve a wide range of considerations, and require a combination of qualitative and 

https://landcommission.gov.scot/downloads/5dd687d6d2d6f_Initial-advice-from-the-SLC-to-the-Scottish-Government-on-land-value-uplift-capture.pdf
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quantitative evidence. That is why, as a first step, we have commissioned independent 
research on developer contributions in Scotland. The research is being carried out by the 
London School of Economics, University of Sheffield, Stefano Smith Planning and Rettie & 
Co. More information about the project can be found on our Transforming Planning site, 
where we will post updates as the work progresses. 
 
As part of the research, all Scottish planning authorities will be sent a questionnaire: you 
should receive a copy from the team early next week (week commencing 28 September). 
This is a critical component of the research. The survey will be the principal means by which 
the researchers obtain quantitative data on the value of developer contributions: how much 
are they raising, what are they being used for and the extent to which this varies 
geographically. We recognise that completing it will involve some officer resource, and that 
at the current time obtaining certain information may be more challenging. That is why we 
engaged with stakeholders, including HOPS, before deciding to proceed with this research. I 
am pleased that HOPS have been supportive of the project. 
 
You will appreciate that we are keen to achieve as high a response rate as possible. The 
quality and quantity of responses will have a significant bearing on the project’s overall 
results; the more comprehensive the data, the more reliable the findings. Those findings will 
provide us with a better picture of how effectively planning obligations are operating, which in 
turn will help us identify potential future improvements to legislation, policy and guidance.  
 
For this reason, we would be extremely grateful if you could endeavour to complete and 
return the questionnaire when it arrives. The research team have involved volunteers from 
HOPS and the Developer Obligations Forum in the design of the questionnaire to help 
ensure it is as user-friendly as possible, and that the questions reflect what authorities are 
reasonably able to provide. Furthermore, the questionnaire will contain contact details for the 
researchers, whom authorities will be able to get in touch with if needing help or advice on 
completing it. 
 
In the meantime, if you have any queries about the research or the wider review of planning 
obligations, please contact tom.winter@gov.scot. 
 
 
Yours faithfully 

 
John McNairney 
Chief Planner 

https://www.transformingplanning.scot/planning-reform/work-packages/
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