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Removing the Special Protection of Prime Quality Agricultural Land from the Development

Detailed below are the views of Homes for Scotland on the issues raised in the consultation paper on this subject circulated by the Scottish Executive.

Should the Executive remove the national protection it gives under the planning system to prime quality agricultural land?

While having an obvious interest in the uses to which land is put, Homes for Scotland has no particular agricultural expertise to draw on in responding to the points raised in the consultation paper.  It does, however, appear that, in general, circumstances in the countryside are such as to justify efforts to encourage the diversification of the rural economy into areas of activity other than agriculture.  Nonetheless, in addressing the issues raised, consideration should no doubt be given to the extent to which the magnitude of the problems faced by the agriculture industry varies across the country.  In particular, it is apparent that many of those who farm prime quality land, and are therefore able to concentrate on the production of cereals and/or vegetables, are better placed to remain in business than farmers whose land is capable only, or principally, of supporting livestock production.  On the other hand, the location close to settlements of some prime quality land may have the effect, because of problems of trespass and vandalism, of frustrating the efforts of farmers to keep the land in full production.  Such land might be released for development without giving rise to any significant implications for policy on agriculture.

On balance, and bearing in mind that the emergence of surpluses has undermined the strategic case for protecting prime quality agricultural land, Homes for Scotland agrees that the national protection given to such land through the planning system should be withdrawn, and that it should be left to local authorities in the first instance to determine whether the interests of development or of agricultural production should prevail in particular circumstances.

Would the removal of the national protection for prime quality agricultural land seriously affect the Executive’s objective of sustainable development?

Homes for Scotland is in a position to respond to this question only in relation to the situation where the removal of national protection might lead to the release of prime quality agricultural land for housing development.  Where the land in question happened to be close to a major settlement, some degree of development could help to reduce the need for commuting over relatively long distances.  It could also help to improve the appearance of unsightly areas of Green Belt without prejudicing the overall implementation of Green Belt policy.  Moreover, the development of relatively small areas of prime quality land close to smaller and more fragile settlements could contribute to the maintenance of services and facilities, such as shops, post offices and schools, the continuing survival of which might otherwise be in jeopardy.

Given that other relevant planning policies and the Executive objectives would continue to be taken into account, Homes for Scotland takes the view that the removal of national protection would not seriously affect the objective of sustainable development, and, indeed, that it would have the potential to contribute in some degree to the achievement of that objective.

Homes for Scotland would be pleased to offer any clarification of points made in this response which may be required, and looks forward to being informed in due course of the outcome of the Scottish Executive’s consideration of the matter.

Yours sincerely

Allan Lundmark

Head of Planning & Land

