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RENEWABLE ENERGY INQUIRY – COSLA COMMENTS
Introduction
The Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) welcomes the opportunity to contribute
to the Enterprise and Culture Committee’s inquiry into renewable energy in Scotland. In
responding to this inquiry COSLA has attempted to consult, as far as possible in the short
time available over the festive period, our member councils in order to provide an informed
response on behalf of Scottish Local Authorities. Individual councils will wish to comment in
more detail on issues that are particularly significant locally to them.
This written response will be complemented by evidence that will be presented to the
Committee by COSLA’s Environment, Sustainability and Community Safety Spokesperson
Councillor Alison Hay on Tuesday 13th January 2004.
Detail
COSLA recognises the importance of Scotland shifting away from generating electricity
through consuming fossil fuels, to tapping the country’s considerable renewable energy
potential. Scotland is in an excellent position to gain real environmental and economic benefit
from renewable energy, if key issues are addressed now. Consequently, COSLA welcomes
the inquiry into renewable energy, and hopes that our evidence will provide the Committee
with a clear picture of the challenges faced by Local Authorities, and the current and proposed
work by Councils to promote sustainable energy.
The Committee will be aware that onshore wind power is the fastest growing form of
renewable energy, and that wind farm planning applications predominate over other
renewable schemes. COSLA’s evidence to the Committee reflects Councils’ experience,
which necessitates concentrating on onshore wind generation. However, we are well aware of
the importance of other forms of renewable energy, and we would emphasise the need to
encourage and support such developments, so that future renewable energy production does
not rely too heavily on one technology.
In summary we would highlight the following


The impact of local environmental, social and economic factors on achieving national
targets;



The requirement for a integrated National Energy Strategy for Scotland;



The need to strengthen Local Authority planning control over wind farm and other
renewable energy schemes; and



The need to ensure that communities derive true long-term benefit from renewable
developments and associated infrastructure.

This submission develops these by responding, as far as possible, to the questions set by the
Committee.
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National Targets, Local Factors and the Need for an Energy Strategy
A balance needs to be found between national and local priorities that maximises local
accountability, minimises barriers to development and provides the Scottish Executive with a
clear picture of the progress made.
The Scottish Executive has set the target of 40% of Scotland’s electricity being generated by
renewable technologies by 2020. It is currently impossible for those outside the Scottish
Executive to know how this target relates to any wider energy policy.
In seeking to achieve this target, the Committee should be aware that there are a number of
factors that restrict the development of wind farms and renewable energy generally, over
large areas of Scotland. These include:





Environment and landscape;
The capacity of the electricity grid and availability of connections;
Objections by the MoD relating to sites being too close to installations and low flying
tactical training areas; and
The need to separate developments from communities and settlements.

The above factors restrict the availability of land for renewable schemes and can result in the
‘funnelling’ of developments into a small number of areas. This increases cumulative impact
in such areas and may create community opposition. It also means that the rush to develop
onshore wind farms now could mean in the longer term the best sites potentially being
neglected - sites that could have been used had the development constraints been addressed
at an early stage.
COSLA would wish to make a number of recommendations that should both clarify and
maximise the generating potential of Scotland:


The Scottish Executive needs to work with all those involved to increase the rate of
infrastructure upgrading, to ensure that those areas with the largest potential for
renewable electricity generation (e.g. Western and Northern Isles) are able to contribute to
the national grid;



The Scottish Executive, in consultation with local authorities, needs to engage with the
Ministry of Defence to ensure information about development restricted areas, is passed
on to councils for inclusion within their plans;



Scotland must develop its power technologies sustainably. It is simply not sustainable for
electricity demand to increase continually. This link to energy conservation to ensure that
energy is used as efficiently as possible. This would also be an opportunity to support
heat and energy generating technologies such as Hydrogen fuel cells;



To guarantee the availability of power on demand in the future, renewable energy must
increase as other forms of power generation (Coal, Oil, Gas and Nuclear) are phased out.
This transition needs to be defined as part of a Scottish energy strategy. The need for
such a strategy is discussed in a later paragraph;



National Planning Policy Guideline No 6 should be updated in order to reflect the larger
targets set since its creation and advancements in technology; and



The announcement of plans to extend Renewable Obligation (Scotland) system to 2015 is
welcomed. Emerging technologies should continue to benefit from Renewable Obligation
Certificates to avoid being excluded from the market by older, more established forms of
power generation. This may happen if mature technologies, like onshore wind, provide
cheaper power. New technologies need to be encouraged and supported as a priority.

It is important that we ensure that Scotland has a strategic long-term view for renewable
energy, as the current ad hoc approach sits at odds with national targets. To give the move
towards renewable forms of energy a clear policy direction, the Scottish Executive, together
with other partners, should develop an integrated energy policy that details how Scotland will
move towards sustainable energy. This policy needs to combine moves to reduce
consumption through energy conservation measures, boost energy efficiency and increase
renewable power (while reducing reliance on fossil fuel and nuclear generation) by utilising an
array of technologies. Targets will be more meaningful if they are derived from this
comprehensive approach.
It is possible that the rapid expansion of onshore wind will not provide Scotland with the best
value renewable energy resource. There is an argument that money may be better invested
in future schemes that have greater generating potential and a reduced environmental impact
e.g. Wave, tidal and offshore wind. It is important to decide now, based on all the evidence,
whether onshore wind developments should be pursued as the primary source of renewable
energy. This decision can only be made if there is national coordinated approach to
developments, identifying the areas that are suitable for wind development and improving
infrastructure where required. Only then will we know the true generating potential and
national impact of onshore wind developments.
The Committee will be aware that the National Planning Framework will be published in the
next few months, and will provide a long-term view of the development requirements of
Scotland’s varying geography. COSLA believes that the introduction of the National Planning
Framework could provide the strategic planning overview, which together with the national
energy policy described in the a previous paragraph, will provide the direction that is required.
Strengthening Local Planning Control
There is a growing trend towards larger wind farms that generate an increasing amount of
power. There is a logic to developing suitable sites to their full potential; however, the trend to
larger wind farms does result in a rising number of planning decisions being removed from
the planning system, as they then fall under Section 36 of the Electricity Act 1989. It is a
major concern to Councils that increasingly the decisions on wind farms are being taken
centrally by the Scottish Executive. This not only deprives the authority of planning fees, but
also more importantly, removes the automatic trigger to a public inquiry if there are
objections, and thus weakens local democratic accountability.
As the Committee will know for planning applications for wind farms generating over 50 MW
of power, the decision to approve or refuse lies with the Scottish Executive. Although the final
decision of Section 36 applications rests with the Executive, it remains the responsibility of
Local Authority planning departments to provide the Executive with all the relevant
information regarding the development. It should be pointed out that the level of work for the
authority is similar whether the final decision is taken locally or by the Scottish Executive.
This situation is obviously illogical Local Authorities have the professional planning expertise
to appraise development, expertise that the Scottish Executive Energy Division lacks. Elected
members have the local knowledge and democratic accountability best suited to decide on
such developments. The continued use of Section 36 also leaves the Executive in a difficult

position, as it both sets national targets and takes the decision on larger developments.
Decisions taken so far geographically or democratically from the local area, can lead to a
view by local communities that their concerns are not being taken into account. This negative
perception may increase opposition to schemes that otherwise would have no obvious
grounds for refusal. Some would argue the Scottish Executive is likely to be more
sympathetic to developers than the local planning system, and therefore, that developers are
intentionally submitting applications for farms that generate just over 50 MW to avoid the local
planning system.
In summary it is COSLA’s view that:


Planning fees should be paid to the authority for the work carried out for any size of
development, regardless of whether the decision is taken locally;



All wind farm developments, irrespective of their size and power output, should be
covered by local planning controls, as is now the case for mobile telephone
communication masts; and



It is a view of some local authorities, that at the very least, the section 36 thresholds
should be increased to take account of increased targets and advancements in
technology. COSLA’s view is as stated in the bullet point above, and we do not have a
recommendation on a potential value for a higher threshold.

COSLA’s proposals to strengthen local planning controls and accountability should link well
with the National Planning Framework, and give an effective balance between local decisions
and national strategy.
Community Benefit
Wind farm developments are particularly controversial and can create high levels of tension
between all those involved in the planning process. This is again a reason for strengthening
local accountability, and avoiding decisions being taken on the largest projects, far from the
communities involved. Moreover, unlike other developments there is no clear long-term
economic benefit from creating a wind farm. Any jobs created are most likely to be temporary
and only at the construction stage.
Some perceive that it is the electricity companies who export the power to the rest of the UK
that benefit most from the schemes. This may lead to increased local opposition and hinder
the development of new technologies.
We believe that steps must be taken to lessen any negative views within local communities,
and to mitigate the environmental impact of wind turbines and transmission lines. There are a
number of ways this might be achieved:


Encourage the generators of power to contribute to a community benefit fund on a per
MW, per annum basis. This is already happening in Highland Council and is being looked
at by other authorities. It is perhaps the time to consider how developers can be
persuaded to provide money for community benefit, especially if there are no other
obvious benefits to communities. COSLA is happy to work with the Scottish Executive and
electricity generators to arrive at a proposal that will see companies give money to
communities, in proportion to the size and impact of the scheme;



Encourage the set up, where there is local support for it, of consortia of local authorities
and community groups, to create companies capable of generating power for their
communities. Shares can be issued to members and profits stay within the community.
For example, Shetland Islands Council has set up a company call Viking Energy Ltd to
build a 300MW wind farm for the island’s benefit;



We would encourage the Executive to look favourably on those councils that seek to use
the power to advance well-being innovatively to generate community benefit from
renewable developments;



Encouraging small-scale renewable schemes for houses and community projects. This
happens under the Scottish Community and Householder Renewable Initiative, although
this scheme will end in March 2005. Small scale schemes are ideal for urban
environments and, like SCHRI, make the link to energy conservation;



Small-scale community projects can be aided by organisations dedicated to community
energy projects for example, The Argyll, Lomond and the Islands Energy Agency. This
agency, working closely with Argyll and Bute Council has pioneered a number of local
schemes, including wind generation on the Isle of Gigha.



The operators of the national grid must be flexible and encourage small community
electricity projects. At the moment some communities could be discouraged by the cost of
connection to the grid; and



The employment potential of onshore wind developments are restricted mainly to
temporary construction jobs. However, those manufacturers of renewable technologies
that do operate facilities in Scotland will be helped by the long-term vision provided by the
COSLA proposal for a Scottish energy policy. Maximising the employment potential of
renewable energy schemes would be an important way of benefiting communities,
although opportunities to do this through onshore wind generation appear limited.

Conclusion
It is COSLA’s firm belief that renewable energy is vital to Scotland’s future economic and
environmental well being. In order to ensure that we are making the correct decisions on the
future shape of renewable energy in Scotland, we must have a strong and accountable local
planning system, which can feed into the national framework. Strengthening the local
planning system to ensure that the all applications for renewable developments are subject to
local planning control is a vital step that should be taken as soon a possible.
There is an urgent need for a strategic energy policy for Scotland that can be able to combine
the drive for renewable energy with energy conservation and efficiency. COSLA is happy to
work with partners to help devise such a strategy.
COSLA is keen that Scotland does not rely too heavily on one form of renewable technology,
and we support moves to diversify and invest in future technologies.
However, only by having a clear policy and planning picture of the potential benefits and
impacts of onshore wind developments will we be able to answer the question: Is onshore
wind the best value renewable energy source? If the answer is yes, then it will give a new
legitimacy to wind development and should answer some critics; if the answer is no then as a
nation we should be looking now at investing in other schemes e.g. offshore wind, wave and
tidal.

We are also clear that local communities should not be disadvantaged by renewable
developments, particularly onshore wind, and that local people should benefit as much as
possible from the schemes. The Scottish Executive should see community benefit as a
priority and a central part of encouraging renewable energy. COSLA is willing to work with the
Scottish Executive and other stakeholders to identify the best means to ensure communities
gain tangible benefit from any nearby renewable energy developments.

For further information please contact:
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Policy Manager
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0131 474 9263
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Robert Nicol
Policy officer
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0131 474 9241

