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Executive Summary
The Scottish Government funded Aberdeenshire Land Use Strategy Pilot 
began in February 2013, and aimed to:

“consider existing and future land uses in a collective and integrated way, with a 
view to optimising the use of the land, and to establish a mechanism to prioritise or 
guide decisions about possible competing or conflicting uses”. 

A Scottish Government specification described the key expectations, aims and 
milestones for the Pilot and set out a three stage process for the Pilots to follow. 

Aberdeenshire Council and the James Hutton Institute jointly rose to the 
challenge of delivering the Aberdeenshire Pilot and have gained significantly as 
a result. With the extensive and generous input of a wide range of stakeholders, 
groups and organisations, valuable and progressive work has been completed.

Time, knowledge and data constraints mean that no over-arching framework 
to aid land use change was delivered by the Pilot. However, a number of 
potentially beneficial aids to land use change decision making have been 
created, including an Overview Report of land use change in the region and a 
web-based interactive tool, both of which have been received positively. The 
forum and focus the Pilot has provided to discuss and explore rural land use has 
also been widely welcomed by those who participated. Many contacts between 
stakeholders have been made or reinforced, providing a network that can be 
built on. 

Key messages to emerge from the process were:

• Set up strong partnerships with those who have relevant expertise
The diversity of sectors and interests represented on the Project Board helped 
to give the process legitimacy. Aberdeenshire Council benefited greatly from 
joining with the James Hutton Institute to deliver the Pilot. 

• Define goals and main issues first, then gather and map data
The specification provided to the Pilot defined the first stage as a gathering of 
baseline data. However, defining key issues ahead of data gathering, with regard 
to project capacity, may have been more efficient.



 • Acknowledge complexity, take care if focussing activity
Undoubtedly rural land use issues are complex and the Pilot aimed to reflect this 
complexity. It also aimed to create relatively simple and accessible engagement 
processes and outputs. The choice by the Pilot to focus its activity was a source of 
comment and controversy with stakeholders. 
  
• There are a diversity of perceptions, viewpoints and sectoral interests
The Pilot sought and gathered a wide variety of viewpoints from across the region, 
certainly a broad diversity of views exist. However, the Pilot enjoyed extensive 
good-will and benefitted greatly from stakeholder input. The extent to which such 
good-will would remain if policy had been proposed and on-the-ground decisions 
discussed is unclear.

• Consultation at both the local and regional level greatly benefitted the 
process
Consultation was an essential element of the Pilot and, by its nature, a time 
consuming and resource intensive exercise. A twin-track approach to consultation 
was instigated, with work at both the regional level and in two Local Focus Areas. 
Although consultation at both levels shaped the process, a more structured 
relationship between the local and regional levels may have been desirable. 
 
• Is a regional planning scale appropriate and workable?
Although the Pilot was not explicitly set up to answer this question, it has found 
that helpful aids to land use change decision making can be created at a regional 
level. However, on-the-ground application beyond the strategic level would 
require local involvement and more extensive local land use and environment 
data than the Pilot was able to access.
  
• There is strong support for more integrated, holistic rural land use planning
The Pilot found overwhelming support for a more integrated and holistic 
approach to rural land use planning. Although many stakeholders acknowledged 
the difficulty of creating and implementing such an approach, the majority 
supported its consideration and saw a range of potential benefits from its 
implementation. No consensus on how such an approach should be developed 
or what issues it should encompass emerged; however, the Pilot has suggested 
pathways for taking this forward.
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• Is a Local Authority based placed to deliver improved rural land use planning?
Again, the Pilot was not explicitly set up to answer this. However, it is suggested 
that the choice of Local Authorities to deliver the Pilot was a pragmatic one, 
based on their relatively neutral position and democratic accountability. The 
extent to which they should be seen as delivery bodies going forward is for 
others to decide; however,  the Pilot would highlight significant resource issues in 
Local Authorities currently and for the foreseeable future.

It is clear that to achieve a shift towards a more integrated approach to rural land 
use planning, further work is required, building on that which has been achieved 
by the Pilot and others. 

The exact nature and direction of that work is in part dependent on 
recommendations contained in the revised Land Use Strategy (due in 2016). 
However, it is also within the gift of stakeholders within Aberdeenshire to 
collectively shape the future of the approach.  
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For more information on the Pilot, email:

James Davidson, Project Officer, at J.Davidson@aberdeenshire.gov.uk or

Irina Birnie, Project Manager, at irina.birnie@aberdeenshire.gov.uk

Further details, including all reports and a link to the web based tool, 
can also be found at: 

http://www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/energy/AberdeenshireLandUseStrategyPilot.asp


