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1.

Introduction

1.1

The displacement of fossil fuels with energy derived from renewable sources is one of
the primary ways of mitigating climate change. Increasing the production of energy from
renewable sources is also an essential part of the transition to a low carbon economy,
which is a strategic priority of the Scottish Government as set out in the 2011 Economic
Strategy. National Planning Framework 2 (“NPF2”) and Scottish Planning Policy (“SPP”)
emphasise the crucial role that planning has in supporting renewable energy
development and avoiding any detrimental impacts associated with it. This paper will
consider the ways in which the policies of the forthcoming Aberdeenshire Local
Development Plan 2016 can support renewable energy development and these
objectives. In particular, in light of a review of existing policies on renewable (see
www.aberdeenshire.gov/ldp) it will consider whether new or altered policies on wind
energy, large photovoltaics and biomass/district heating are required.

2.

National and regional policy on renewable energy
Scottish Planning Policy (SPP2010)

2.1

SPP2010 provides strong support for renewable energy development. Reflecting this
stance, the SPP2010 states that “development plans should support all scales of
development associated with the generation of energy and heat from renewable
sources” (paragraph 184). The support provided for renewable energy developments in
the SPP is reflective of broader government targets for the reduction of greenhouse gas
emissions and the production of energy from renewable sources. The Climate Change
(Scotland) Act 2009 sets an overarching target of reducing greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions by 80% by 2050, and an interim target of a 42% reduction by 2020 (paragraph
41). The Scottish Government has also set associated targets for the production of
energy from renewable sources, including:
•

50% of electricity demand being met from renewable sources by 2015

•

100% of electricity demand being met from renewable sources by 2020

•

500 MW from community renewables by 2020

•

11% of heat demand to be met by renewables by 2020

All of these targets have significant implications for the development of the
renewable energy industry and the role of planning to support and facilitate
that development.
2. 2

SPP2010 sets out a robust set of criteria against which wind turbine developments
should be assessed. It also sets out a requirement for development plans to consider
the capacity for wind energy developments through the production of spatial frameworks
for wind farms of over 20 megawatts generating capacity. These frameworks should
identify:
•

“areas requiring significant protection because they are designated for their
national or international landscape or natural heritage value, are designated
as green belt or are areas where the cumulative impact of existing and
consented wind farms limits further development,

•

areas with potential constraints where proposals will be considered on their
individual merits against identified criteria, and

•

areas of search where appropriate proposals are likely to be supported
subject to detailed consideration against identified criteria.” (paragraph 189).

2.3

SPP2010 does not provide the same level of focus on other forms of renewable energy.
It does, however, state that “development plans should identify sites with the potential to
accommodate biomass plants which can be supplied from locally available resources
and should identify the factors that will be considered when making planning
applications, including amenity, air quality and transport” (paragraph 193).

2.4

New development should also be “planned to make use of opportunities for decentralised
and local renewable or low carbon sources of heat and power wherever possible.”
(paragraph 43)
National Planning Framework 2 (NPF2)

2.5

The National Planning Framework 2 identifies the realisation of Scotland’s potential for
the generation of energy from renewable sources as a key part of its spatial strategy to
2030 (paragraph 53). As part of this spatial strategy a number of strategic sites are
identified that will allow further expansion of the wind energy industry in Scotland. NPF2
also highlights the need to support a range of renewable energy technologies, though it
acknowledges that onshore wind and hydro are likely to make the most significant early
contribution to renewable energy targets.

2.6

NPF2 also focuses on the need for a “more dispersed pattern of energy generation and
supply as part of the response to the climate change challenge. This will involve
encouraging community and household heat and power generation, the decentralisation
of generation capacity and the development of local heat networks. The efficiency of
power stations can be substantially increased by capturing the heat produced by
electricity generation to warm our buildings” (paragraph 164). To facilitate this, planning
authorities “should take account of the potential for developing heat networks when
preparing development plans and considering major development proposals” (paragraph
165). A number of renewable technologies will be able to contribute towards meeting
renewable heat targets, however “in some areas, particularly in rural Scotland, wood or
other biomass may provide the most appropriate fuels for local heating schemes”
(paragraph 164).
Scottish Planning Policy – Consultation Draft

2.7.

Scottish Planning Policy - Consultation Draft (“Draft SPP 2013”) states that the following
hierarchy should underpin planning’s support for a mix of energy generation installations
and supply infrastructure:
“i. energy efficiency;
ii. electricity and heat recovery;
iii. electricity and heat from renewable and non-renewable fuel sources where
greenhouse gas emissions can be significantly reduced” (paragraph 209)

2.8

When determining planning applications for renewable energy development the following
issues are identified as being relevant:
•

“greenhouse gas emissions;

•

renewable energy targets;

•

effects on landscape;

2.9

•

effects on the historic environment;

•

effects on natural heritage;

•

effects on the water environment;

•

effects on communities and amenity; and

•

any cumulative impacts.” (paragraph 212)

Draft SPP 2013 also sets out a heavily revised approach to the production of spatial
frameworks for wind energy. Rather than just considering wind farms over 20MW in
installed capacity, “spatial frameworks should set out the scales of onshore wind farm
development most suited to the area, based on an assessment of local characteristics”
(paragraph 218). The groupings within the revised framework are set out as follows:
•

•

“Group 1: Areas where wind farms will not be acceptable
•

National parks

•

National Scenic Areas

Group 2: Areas of significant protection
•

Areas designated for their international or national heritage value, outwith
National Parks and National Scenic Areas including:

•

World Heritage Sites;

•

Natura 2000 and Ramsar sites, including areas which support the
integrity of European

•

sites designated under the Habitats Directive, where development could
result in significant adverse effects on the integrity of the European sites;

•

Sites of Special Scientific Interest; and

•

National Nature Reserves.

•

Core areas of wild land as shown in the SNH map included in the
Strategic Environmental Assessment Environmental Report.

•

Areas where the cumulative impact of existing and consented wind farms
limits further development, including areas where landscape capacity or
similar studies indicate that carrying capacity for wind farms has been
reached and further wind farms would have detrimental impact.

•

a recommended separation distance of 2.5 km between wind farms and
cities, towns and villages identified in the local development plan. This is
to ensure that visual and amenity impacts are minimised;

•

Areas safeguarded by planning policies such as scheduled monuments
and conservation areas;

•

civil aviation and defence consultation zones;

•

land covered by broadcasting installations;

•

land that has an annual probability of flooding greater than 0.5% (1:200
yrs); and

•
•

•
2.10

high quality unaltered peat.

Group 3: Areas where planning constraints are less significant, where opportunities
for wind farm development can be realised through good design or mitigation:
•

regional and local landscape and natural heritage designations;

•

scenic routes identified in National Planning Framework 3;

•

long distance walking routes; and

•

land with local landscape or natural heritage interest which is not
designated, including land falling within the high or medium sensitivity
categories in landscape capacity studies

Group 4: Areas where wind farm proposals are likely to be supported subject to
detailed consideration against identified policy criteria” (paragraph 218)

Draft SPP 2013 also places particular emphasis on heat production and the
development of heat networks. “Local development plans should use heat mapping to
assess the potential for co-locating developments with a high heat demand with sources
of heat supply.” Local development plans should also “support the development of heat
networks, even where they are reliant on carbon-based fuels if there is potential to
convert them to run on renewable or low carbon sources of heat in future. Where heat
networks are not viable, microgeneration and heat recovery technologies in or
associated with individual properties should be encouraged.”
National Planning Framework 3 – Main Issues Report and Draft Framework

2.11

One of the primary goals of National Planning Framework 3 – Main Issues Report and
Draft Framework (“Draft NPF3”) is to achieve at least an 80% reduction in greenhouse
gas emissions by 2050. Draft NPF3 proposes to help meet this aim by:
•

“continuing to recognise the importance of reducing the demand for energy;

•

promoting greater use of renewable sources of heat energy and recovery of 'waste'
heat;

•

supporting the further deployment of onshore wind farms, whilst addressing
concerns raised about the impacts of some wind energy development;

•

supporting and capitalising on the opportunities for offshore wind, wave and tidal
energy development;

•

reflecting the objective of greater community and local ownership of renewable
energy;

•

supporting the development of carbon capture and storage infrastructure to
minimise emissions from base-load generation;

•

highlighting the opportunities to use heat mapping to help identify the strategic
opportunities for district heating and cooling;

•

identifying further necessary enhancements to the electricity transmission and
distribution grid; and

•

linking these ambitions with opportunities for growth and development which are
emerging across the country” (paragraph 2.7).

The Aberdeen City and Shire Structure Plan 2009 and the Aberdeen City and Shire
Strategic Development Plan – Proposed Plan 2013
2.12

One of the objectives of The Aberdeen City and Shire Structure Plan 2009 (“The
Structure Plan”) is:
“To be a city region which takes the lead in reducing the amount of carbon
dioxide released into the air, adapts to the effects of climate change and limits
the amount of non-renewable resources it uses” (page 15).
The Structure Plan sets out a number of targets to achieve this objective, including the
production of enough electricity from renewable sources to meet the city region’s
demand by 2020. The Proposed Aberdeen City and Shire Strategic Development Plan
(SDP) echoes this objective and sets the same target of producing enough electricity
from renewable sources to meet demand by 2020.

2.13

The SDP goes further by also highlighting the need for a diversification of renewable
energy development in Aberdeenshire away from onshore wind to other types of
renewable technology. In particular, it notes the ”considerable potential in offshore wind,
energy from waste, solar and biomass, as well as ground, water and air source heat
pumps.”
The SDP also states that LDPs should “use master planning (and
supplementary guidance) to consider the possible scope of combined heat and power
schemes to contribute towards using energy more efficiently and in reducing the amount
of energy used overall” (page 31).
Electricity generation – policy statement

2.14

2.15

The Scottish Government’s ‘Electricity Generation Policy Statement’ (2012) sets out the
following principles which underpin the Scottish Government’s approach to future
electricity production:
•

“a secure source of electricity supply;

•

at an affordable cost to consumers;

•

which can be largely decarbonised by 2030;

•

and which achieves the greatest possible economic benefit and competitive
advantage for Scotland” (paragraph 13).

It also sets out the Scottish Government’s policy on biomass:
“We would prefer to see biomass used in heat-only or combined heat and power
(CHP) schemes, off gas-grid, and at a scale appropriate to make best use of both
the available heat, and of local supply” (paragraph 52).
The Scottish Government give a number of reasons for taking this approach:
•

“Evidence suggests that the use of biomass for heat-only or combined heat and
power use will be essential in order to meet Scotland’s target for renewable heat;

•

Use of available heat in heat-only and CHP schemes achieves 80-90% energy
efficiency for the former and 50-70% for the latter, compared to 30% in electricityonly schemes. Given the limited resource, we have to ensure that it’s used as
efficiently as possible;

•

Concentrating biomass use in areas which are off the gas-grid will deliver the
highest carbon savings (given that in most cases it will be displacing oil or coal),
and can also make the greatest impact on alleviating fuel poverty;

•

We are not categorically opposed to large scale development. However, we
believe that operators of large biomass stations will find it more difficult to use the
heat generated and to source supply locally;

•

Our view is that developments should be scaled appropriately so that they can
make efficient use of the available heat and local supply. We believe that this will
enhance security of supply, minimise carbon emissions and reduce the impact on
other sectors competing for biomass material;

•

There may be a significant role for imported biomass. However, the global market
is an immature one and is likely to be volatile given projections of increased global
demand. Its use will be dependent upon price, availability and evidence of
sustainability. As with the local resource, it should be used in plants that support
maximum heat use and de-centralised energy production” (paragraph 53).

Energy Efficiency Action Plan
2.16

The Scottish Government’s ‘Energy Efficiency Action Plan‘ (2013) highlights the
opportunity for increasing the use of wasted heat, both as a means of increasing energy
efficiency and reducing Scotland’s greenhouse gas emissions. Waste heat from large
scale fossil fuel power stations, such as Peterhead, is identified as having the potential
to provide heating to domestic properties, public buildings and businesses through local
district heat networks.
Outline for a Draft Heat Vision

2.17

The Scottish Government’s ‘Outline for a Draft Heat Vision’ (2013) (“Draft Heat Vision”)
sets out the following hierarchy that they will be use to guide heat policy development:
“1. Reduce the need for heat
2. Supply heat efficient and at least cost to consumers
3. Use renewable and low carbon heat resources” (paragraph 2.1)
The Draft Heat Vision notes that the reduction in heat requirements can be achieved, in
part, through well designed and well insulated buildings that take advantage of passive
solar gain. However it also notes that changing consumer behaviours will play a
significant role. The potential that district heating provides to make efficient use of
renewable and conventional heat sources, including tapping into sources of waste heat,
is also identified. Guidance on heat development in low and high density development
scenarios is provided in “draft deployment guidance” which is appended to this paper
(see appendix 1).
District Heating Action Plan

2.18

The Scottish Government’s ‘District Heating Action Plan’ (2013) highlights the significant
contribution that district heating can make to the Scottish Economy. It also highlights the
potential of district heating to reduce energy bills, cut carbon emissions and make most
efficient use of renewables such as hydrogen and biomass. The development of heat
mapping is identified among a series of actions that will contribute to the expansion of
district heating across Scotland.
2020 Renewable Routemap for Scotland - Update

2.19

The Scottish Government published an update to the ‘Routemap for Renewable Energy
for Scotland’ (the “Routemap”) in October 2012. The Routemap sets out how the
renewable sector in Scotland will meet the range of challenging renewable targets for

the production of energy from renewables. In terms of progress to date, the routemap
estimated that at the end of 2011 35% of all electricity was met from renewable sources.
sources.

Figure 1 Energy generation from renewables in Scotland (taken from ‘Renewable Routemap for
Scotland 2020’)

2.20

In terms of the production of heat from renewables the contribution that this can make
should not be overlooked. Between 2010 and 2011 renewable heat capacity in Scotland
increased by 0.073 Gigawatts (GW) and output increased by 567 Gigawatt hours
(GWh), from 1,696 GWh to 2,263 GWh. This resulted in an estimated 3.8% of 2020
forecast non-electrical heat demand in 2011 – up from 2.8% in 2010. At the time of
publication of the routemap an “estimated 0.153 GW of installed capacity from (mostly
large) projects was under construction in Scotland with the potential to provide a further
1,104 GWh of renewable heat. Adding these figures to current operational installations
will provide a total of 0.637 GW of renewable heat capacity and 3,367 GWh of
renewable heat output. This would represent the equivalent of 5.6% of 2020 nonelectrical heat demand” (paragraph 1.13).
Planning Advice: Process for preparing spatial frameworks for wind farms

2.21

This document provides further detailed guidance on the preparation of spatial
frameworks for wind farms as outlined in SPP. However, as the recently published Draft
SPP 2013 is proposing to significantly alter the approach taken to the production of
spatial frameworks, this advice will not be discussed in detail.
Planning Advice: woody biomass

2.22

The Scottish government’s planning advice on woody biomass highlights the importance
of using heat mapping to identify woodfuel sources, areas of high heat demand and
areas of fuel poverty. These factors can then be considered when providing spatial
guidance on the most appropriate locations for the use of biomass for energy production.
Planning Advice: large photovoltaic arrays

2.23

The Scottish Government’s planning advice on large photovoltaic arrays suggests that
the main factors limiting the expansion of large photvoltaics do not centre upon levels of
sunlight or the prevailing climate. Rather, the historical pricing of the units and the lower
levels of profit that can be extracted from solar in comparison to other renewables, most
notably wind, are cited as being the main issues restricting more widespread
development. However, as the most profitable areas for onshore wind are taken up, and
as the cost of solar panels continues to fall, large scale solar arrays may become
increasingly attractive to landowners and developers. The advice identifies industrial
sites, in particular, as locations where large photovoltaic arrays can be accommodated,
though it acknowledges that greenfield sites can also accommodate such developments
where landscape and visual impacts can be suitably mitigated. When drafting
development plan policies, the advice states that “landscape, urban design, land use,
biodiversity, aviation, access, grid, security fencing and decommissioning issues” should
be covered.
Planning Advice: heat and planning

2.24

The Scottish Government’s published planning advice on heat and planning identifies a
number of areas of focus for planning authorities. It particularly highlights the
importance of heat mapping as a tool in identifying potential locations for the
establishment of district heating networks.

3

What opportunities exist for renewable energy development in Aberdeenshire?
Onshore wind

3.1

The Feed in Tariff scheme (FiT), the excellent wind resource in Aberdeenshire and
improvements in wind turbine technology have supported the exponential growth in wind
energy development across the region in recent years. At the end of March 2013, 792
wind energy developments had been approved by Aberdeenshire Council. Unlike much
of Scotland where development has mainly been in the form of large wind farms in
upland areas, these developments have generally been in the form of single turbines,
and some small clusters, concentrated in lowland agricultural areas. This pattern of
development is linked to the structure of land ownership in the region where there are
many farmer owner occupiers rather than a few larger landownerships typical of other
parts of Scotland. Added to this is the entrepreneurial spirit of farmers in the North East,
where wind power generation is seen as a major opportunity to counterbalance
reductions in agricultural support under CAP reform (Bell & Booth SAC Consulting
2010).

Figure 2 - Consented turbines in Aberdeenshire as at 31 March 2013 (taken from
‘Strategic Landscape Capacity Assessment for Wind Energy in Aberdeenshire 2013’)

Figure 3 - Consented turbine group size in Aberdeenshire as at 31 March 2013 (taken
from ‘Strategic Landscape Capacity Assessment for Wind Energy in Aberdeenshire
2013’)

3.2

Although most consented turbines are relatively small, the cumulative landscape and
visual impact of these developments has become increasingly apparent. It is in this
context that the Strategic Landscape Capacity Assessment for Wind Energy was
commissioned by Scottish Natural Heritage. This study considers the cumulative
landscape and visual impact of consented wind energy development in Aberdeenshire in
the context of the underlying capacity of the landscape to accommodate change through
this form of development. Although the study has found that some capacity for turbine
development remains, it is also clear that the cumulative impact of consented
development and the sensitivity of Aberdeenshire’s coastal and upland landscapes are
likely to constrain further development in the region.

3.3

Landscape, though significant, is only one of the issues that will likely restrict significant
further growth in onshore wind energy. Wind turbines can also have a detrimental
impact on civilian and military radar operations. Objections from the Ministry of Defence,
the National Air Traffic Service and Aberdeen International Airport due to the potential
impact of turbines on radar have been a significant constraint on wind turbine
development in some areas. Mitigation has been possible in some cases through the
“blanking” of selected developments. However, it is likely that radar issues will continue
to be a constraint on development for some time to come.

3.4

Turbines can also have a detrimental impact on sensitive receptors such as residential
properties because of, for example, the noise created by air travelling between the
turbine blades. As suitable locations for turbine developments have been taken up,
unacceptable visual and noise impacts have become an increasingly common issue.

3.5

Given the above factors, it is important not only that the local development plan provides
clarity on the capacity of the land for development of new wind turbines, but also
supports a broad mix of renewable energy developments. This approach is supported
by national and regional policy, and will help to ensure that targets for the production of
energy from renewables are met, and the broader aim of a transformational change
towards a low carbon economy is achieved.
Biomass

3.6

Forestry Commission Scotland’s (2011) ‘The Grampian Biomass Report’ details the scale
and pattern of woodfuel production and usage across Moray, Aberdeen City,
Aberdeenshire and the Cairngorms National Park in 2011. It found that that thirteen
specialist woodfuel producers produced a total of 48500 oven-dry-tonnes of woodfuel
per year (odt/yr), but had the capacity to produce a total of 130000 odt/yr (page 1).
Among these, sawmills were identified as large scale woodchip producers, “directly
supplying the four largest wood chip users for energy (heat) production in the region
(total consumption 14000 odt/yr)” (page 1). Pellet producers were also found to be
operating significantly under capacity – producing only 16000 tonnes annually compared
to a capacity of 30000 tonnes (page 1). Much of the woodfuel produced was also found
to be used outside the region, with only 2420 odt of wood fuel being used by energy
installations in the Cairngorms National Park and 17800 odt/yr being used in the rest of
the survey area (page 1). This report therefore indicates that there is significant capacity
among existing wood fuel suppliers to supply new wood fuelled energy installations
throughout the region.

3.7

However there are currently two large energy installations proposed in the region which,
if consented, will use circa 150000 odt/yr of woodfuel. Although these installations will
not use processed wood supplied by the above producers, they will use a significant
proportion of unprocessed wood fuel harvested in the region. This suggests that it may
be appropriate for planning policy to regulate future development to ensure that
Aberdeenshire’s limited woodfuel capacity is used efficiently, and in off-gas grid
locations where it will have the greatest impact in terms of reducing CO2 emissions and
tackling fuel poverty. Planning applications for the use of biomass for energy production
may also increase due to the implementation of the Renewable Heat Incentive (RHI).
The RHI provides currently provides a subsidy to commercial producers of renewable
heat, including those using biomass as a fuel sources. The subsidy is due to be
extended to include domestic customers in 2014.

District Heating
3.8

Poyry’s (2009) study commissioned by the Department of Energy and Climate Change,
‘The Potential and Costs of District Heating Networks’, highlights the significant potential
that exists for the development of district heating networks across the UK. District
heating brings substantial efficiency benefits when compared to traditional forms of
heating and has the flexibility to accommodate heat generated from a variety of sources.
However in 2009 when the report was published, district heating provided less than 2%
of the UK’s heat demand (page 1). This is in “contrast to many other European
countries; in Finland and Denmark, for example, district heating is the dominant heat
source, accounting for 49% and 60% of total heat supply respectively” (page 1). The
main barrier to the deployment of district heating is the capital cost of installing the
network of hot water pipes. However, the relative costs are lower in higher density
residential developments, such as high rise flats, and where the system uses waste heat
from industrial processes which can be produced at a very low marginal cost (page 2).
Indeed, there are now several examples of district heating systems in the UK, including
Scotland, which supply high density residential areas and public buildings. For example,
Aberdeen City Council’s combined heat and power scheme supplies low-cost energy to
22 multi-storey blocks and 8 public buildings in the city. Buildings connected to the
schemes have seen reductions in emissions of approx 56% and residents' fuel bills by
up to 50%. A number of schemes are also under development in Glasgow. However,
there are also clear opportunities out-with the cities. For example, Shetland Heat &
Power’s district heating network supplies heat to around 1,150 domestic and 110 nondomestic customers in Lerwick.

3.9

In line with the national picture, Aberdeenshire has seen limited development of district
heating. This is, again, probably due to the cost associated with developing the network
of hot water pipes. However, the Scottish Government has now set up a District Heating
Loan Fund which provides finance to fund the installation of district heating systems.
The subsidy provided under the Renewable Heat Incentive (RHI) is also likely to make
district heating systems using renewable fuel sources an increasingly attractive option
for developers. The dispersed and low density pattern of development in Aberdeenshire
does, however, make the development of heat networks less feasible than in urbanised
areas. Nevertheless, the small number of schemes that have been developed do
suggest that there is potential for further development across the region. These
schemes include a development of twenty three houses and four 1 bedroom flats at
Cottonhillock, Methlick. A number of other very small district heating systems, serving 23 houses, have been developed in a number of locations by Haddo Estate. By far the
largest district heating system in Aberdeenshire is, though, at Hill of Banchory. The
system has been expanding since installation in 2008. In 2012 there were over 100
houses connected to the scheme as well as properties on the Banchory Business Park.
This system provides an exemplar that can be built upon in other towns in
Aberdeenshire.
Solar

3.10

To date, most solar thermal and photovoltaic development in Aberdeenshire has been of
domestic scale. Much of this development is considered permitted development under
The Town and Country Planning (General Permitted Development) (Scotland)
Amendment Order 2008, and has therefore not required planning permission. Many of
the solar applications that have been received by the Council have concerned listed
buildings or conservation areas. A number of applications for larger developments on
schools and commercial buildings have also been received, and there have been four

applications for fairly small ground mounted arrays in the last year. In terms of
commercial scale solar farms, the only application that has been received to date was
for an array of 10,000 ground mounted panels at Cairnhill Farm, Turriff. This was
consented in April 2013 and, when constructed, will have an installed capacity of
2.4MW.
3.11

Although this is the only consented solar farm in Aberdeenshire, as opportunities for
wind energy development are likely to decrease, farmers and landowners may instead
look to solar as a means of diversifying their farm holdings and increasing their income.
The falling cost of panels may also make photovoltaics more attractive, though the
subsidy provided under the Feed-in-Tariff and the Renewables Obligation has also
decreased. Nationally, a number of large solar farms have now been consented,
including a 34MW installation at Wymeswold Airfield in Leicestershire. Smiths Gore also
recently reported on “a dramatic rise in the number of solar PV developers looking for
potential large PV farm sites in Scotland” (see http://www.smithsgore.co.uk/news-smithsgore/upswing-in-developer-interest-40367). These factors suggest that applications for
large scale solar farms are likely to become more common in Aberdeenshire, though this
is uncertain given the limited development to date.
Other renewables

3.12

Opportunities exist for a range of other types of renewable energy development in
Aberdeenshire. There is potential for further growth in the use of anaerobic digestion
(AD) in farm digesters and sewage sludge AD plants. Larger scale municipal and
commercial waste AD plants may also emerge as landfill becomes a less viable option
due to the need to meet the requirements of the Zero Waste Plan. Plants engaged in
the extraction of gas from landfill, and the incineration of landfill waste, may also become
more common.

3.13

The river catchments of major rivers such as the Don and Dee also provide opportunities
for new hydro-electric developments. Micro-renewables such as air and ground source
heat pumps and solar thermal panels are also likely to be used in many new and retro-fit
developments to cut energy costs, meet the requirements of ‘SG LSD11: Carbon
Neutrality’ and take advantage of subsidies such as the Feed-in-Tarriff.

4.

Discussion and issues to be addressed by policy.
Wind

4.1

SPP and Draft SPP 2013 require planning authorities to produce spatial frameworks for
wind farms. The current policy used to assess wind energy developments, SG Rural
Development 2, does not include such a framework. It is therefore necessary for a
spatial framework to be produced, and the findings and implications of this study should
be debated as part of the main issues report.

4.2

Whilst the Draft SPP 2013 is a consultation document, is liable to change and has not
yet replaced the SPP, it is more up to date than the SPP and is therefore likely to
provide more accurate guidance on the process used to prepare spatial frameworks.
The Draft SPP 2013 also emphasises the need for spatial frameworks to be produced in
line with the method that it sets out. A spatial framework has therefore been produced in
accordance with this method, though re-evaluation may need to be made ahead of the
proposed LDP to accord with the finalised SPP2.

4.3

Whilst SPP states that spatial frameworks should consider wind farms over 20MW in
operating capacity, the recently published Draft SPP suggests that all scales of wind
energy development can be considered in frameworks. This suggestion is particularly
appropriate in the Aberdeenshire context given that the vast majority of wind energy
developments have been in the form of single turbines, or small clusters of turbines,
rather than wind farms.

4.4

‘The Strategic Landscape Capacity Assessment for Wind Energy in Aberdeenshire’ is
also relevant and should form an integral information source for the framework. The
alternative development scenarios considered in the assessment can also form the basis
for alternative options which can be debated through the main issues report.
Biomass

4.5

National policy on the use of biomass for the production of energy states the following:
•

the energy produced should generally be in the form of heat, or combined and
power

•

development should be small scale to optimise local supply and serve localized
heat networks; and

•

biomass should generally be used to provide energy in off-gas grid locations

4.6

The use of biomass for large scale energy production is partially regulated through the
Renewables Obligation (Scotland) (ROS) subsidy.
Recent amendments to the
Renewables Obligation (Scotland) Act have removed financial support for large scale
electricity-only energy plants (15MW plus capacity) fueled solely by biomass. Whilst this
may ensure that new developments meet criteria 1 and 2, planning is key to ensuring
that new biomass plants are located in off-gas grid locations. Also, the ROS may be
replaced with a different system of subsidy (called the Contracts for Difference) which
may not provide the Scottish Government with the ability to regulate biomass
development in the same way. Planning may therefore become a more important tool in
the regulation of biomass fueled energy developments after the CfD comes into place
(Smith 2011). In terms of the regional picture, two large plants proposed in Aberdeen
and Moray could take up much of the regional capacity for woodfuel production. It is
therefore increasingly important that development is focused in off gas-grid locations
where it will have the most benefit in terms of meeting national targets for the reduction
of greenhouse gas emissions and fighting fuel poverty.

4.7

Given that the existing policy used to determine developments that produce energy from
biomass, ‘SG Rural Development 3: Other renewable energy developments’, does not
address any of the above issues, it is appropriate for these criteria to be integrated into
revised supplementary guidance. This could take the form of amendments to SG Rural
Development 3. In addition, the Draft SPP 2013, NPF3 and planning advice on woody
biomass states that planning authorities should use heat mapping to identify appropriate
locations for biomass based district heating systems. Heat mapping is currently being
undertaken by Aberdeenshire Council, and this will provide the opportunity to identify
sites allocated for development in the second phase of the LDP (or, if required, new
allocations) which could benefit from the production of energy from biomass. These
could be explicitly identified in the settlement statements of the new plan.

Solar
4.8

As noted, most photovoltaic and solar thermal development has been at the domestic
scale and has not required planning permission. Many of those that have been
submitted can be considered under existing supplementary guidance, including SG
Layout, Siting and Design 2.

4.9

Whilst interest in the development of large arrays in Aberdeenshire has been limited,
with only one consented to date, it has been suggested that developer interest may
increase as opportunities for wind energy are taken up. The falling cost of PV units may
also make solar a more attractive prospect for farmers looking to diversify and increase
their income. Given the potential for further development of large photovoltaics, and the
fact that SG Rural Development 3 does not address potential aviation and cumulative
issues associated with these developments, it may appropriate to apply the
precautionary principle and publish revised supplementary guidance on this issue.
District-heating

4.10

Various national policies and action plans support the expansion of district heating
across Scotland as a means of reducing green house gas emissions; cutting heating
bills for consumers; promoting energy security; making efficient use of renewable and
non renewable sources of heat, and; taking advantage of existing sources of waste heat.
Whilst the potential for district heating in Aberdeenshire is likely to be lower than some
areas due to the dispersed, low density pattern of development, and the relative lack of
industrial developments producing waste heat, there are already a number of small scale
district heating systems in Aberdeenshire that highlight the potential for further
development in the region.

4.11

The development of district heating is likely to be more feasible in larger, higher density
developments and those that contain major energy users such as schools. It is therefore
logical that specific support should be provided for the installation of district heating
systems in these developments. This could be done by requiring all major multi-building
residential, commercial and mixed use developments to incorporate a district heating
system into their development, unless it proves infeasible, as part of meeting emissions
reduction requirements under SG LSD11: Carbon Neutrality.
However, developers
would only be able to use biomass as a fuel source where it accords with the relevant
criteria set out in the revised SG Rural Development 3. The heat map will also provide
the opportunity to identify allocations with the potential to take advantage of biomass and
wasted heat. These developments should be identified through the settlement
statements.
Other renewable energy developments

4.12

Although there may be significant scope for anaerobic digestion and hydro development,
existing policies (including SG Rural Development 3 and ‘SG Safeguarding 1: Protection
and conservation of the water environment’) can be used to address the issues
associated with these proposals. Micro-renewables are often considered permitted
development and can, when planning permission is required, be considered under other
supplementary guidance.
Locational guidance for large plants engaged in the
production of energy from household waste is also provided in ‘SG Safeguarding8:
Areas of search for waste facilities.’ The review of this policy is not within the remit of this
paper. It is important, however, that the proposed climate change policy, and the
amended SG Rural Development 3, make explicit reference to the range of renewable
energy developments that can come forward in Aberdeenshire.

5.

Wind energy spatial framework
Method statement for the preferred wind energy spatial framework

5.1

The preferred spatial strategy is based on sieve mapping using constraints identified in
line with the Draft SPP 2013. However some of the constraints identified in the Draft
SPP 2013, such as National Scenic Areas, have been discounted because they do not
apply within the part of Aberdeenshire covered by the Aberdeenshire Local Development
Plan 2012. Aviation consultation zones have also been discounted as civil and defence
aviation interests are consulted on all turbine proposals in Aberdeenshire. If the Draft
SPP 2013 methodology was followed in this respect then the whole of Aberdeenshire
would be defined as an ‘area of significant protection,’ placing an artificial constraint on
development which would fail to reflect the fact that many turbines can, and have, been
constructed in the region, either because they do not impact on radar functions or
mitigation is available.

5.2

The Draft SPP 2013 also states that “areas which support the integrity of European sites
designated under the Habitats Directive, where development could result in significant
adverse effects on the integrity of European sites” should be considered areas of
significant protection. Patterson (2013), RSPB (2006) and SNH (2013) identify a
number of sensitive areas in Aberdeenshire out with designated sites where wind turbine
developments may impact upon European protected species. However, these studies
do not suggest that the development of turbines in these sensitive locations would result
in significant adverse effects on the integrity of European sites. Many of these sensitive
areas relate to feeding areas which, for some species such as geese, can move
frequently depending on changes in crop planting. These sensitive areas have therefore
also been discounted from the framework, though they will inform the assessment of
individual planning applications.

5.3

Also, in line with the Draft SPP 2013 the various constraints in the preferred wind energy
spatial framework are divided into several levels. These levels give an indication of the
significance of the constraints and will inform their assessment through policy.

5.4

It should be noted that the preferred spatial framework covers all scales of wind energy
development. This approach also accords with the Draft SPP 2013, and is an
appropriate response to the pattern of wind energy development in Aberdeenshire which
has generally taken the form of single turbines, and clusters of turbines, rather than wind
farms.

5.5

The preferred strategy is also reflective of the outcomes of the Strategic Landscape
Capacity Assessment for Wind Energy in Aberdeenshire (“the landscape capacity
study”). It is intended that all proposals will need to conform to the siting and design
guidance set out in that study.

5.6

Maps showing the inputs to the preferred framework have been appended to this paper
(see appendix 3). Detailed maps of the ‘areas where turbines are likely to be supported
are also appended (see appendix 4). The inputs to the preferred spatial framework are
defined as follows:

1.

Areas of significant protection

•

Natura 2000 and Ramsar sites – There are a number of Special Protection Areas
(“SPAs”), Special Areas of Conservation (“SACs”) and Ramsar sites within
Aberdeenshire. All of these sites have been identified within this level.

•

Sites of Special Scientific Interest – All sites within Aberdeenshire that have been
designated as a Site of Special Scientific Interest have been identified within this
level of the framework.

•

Core areas of wild land – A relatively small area of south west Aberdeenshire has
been identified as a ‘core area of wild land.’ This area has been identified within
this level of the framework.

•

Areas where the cumulative impact of existing and consented wind farms limits
further development – these are areas where development has reached, or
exceeded, landscape capacity according to the landscape capacity study.
Therefore, to accord with the siting and design guidance in the Landscape
capacity study, no further development beyond a domestic scale (15m or less)
can be accommodated unless decommissioning, repowering and/or redesign
restores capacity to these areas.

•

Community Separation – a separation distance of 2.5km has been applied to all
settlements (i.e. those towns and villages that have settlement boundaries) in the
local development plan. The ‘identified settlements’ within annex 1 of ‘SG Rural
Development 1: Housing and Business Development in the Countryside’ have
therefore been excluded as they have not been given settlement boundaries.
However, although not yet a settlement, the Elsick development has been
identified due the scale of the settlement proposed.

•

Areas safeguarded by planning policies – sites in the Inventory of Gardens and
Designed Landscapes, designated battlefields, the Aberdeenshire greenbelt and
conservation areas have been identified within this tier. Listed buildings and
scheduled ancient monuments are too small scale to be mapped clearly in the
spatial framework, however they will still be protected by the relevant LDP
policies.

•

Flood risk areas – all areas which have an annual probability of flooding greater
than 0.5% are identified.

•

High quality unaltered peat – all areas where the soil is identified as carbon
category 5 or 6 within James Hutton Institute’s soil classification of Scotland have
been identified.

2.
•

Areas where planning constraints are less significant, where opportunities for wind
farm development can be realised through good design or mitigation
Local Nature Conservation Sites – Sites locally designated as Local Nature
Conservation Sites (“LNCS”) have been included within this level.
All
developments will need to accord with the policies that govern development in
such areas and while wind turbines may be technically feasible, it is difficult at
this time to identify what the mitigation could be to allow our responsibilities for
biodiversity to be maintained as well as allowing the land take and disturbance
associated with a wind turbine.

5.7

•

Long distance walking routes – the “Formartine and Buchan Way” has been
identified within this level.

•

Landscape areas with no, or limited, underlying capacity – Draft SPP states that
non-designated landscape areas of medium and high sensitivity to wind energy
development should be identified within this level. Those areas identified in the
landscape capacity study as having no, or limited, inherent capacity are generally
sensitive to wind energy development. They have generally been identified as
being of medium to high sensitivity due to various factors such as their scale,
landform and the value attributed to them by visitors and residents. It is therefore
appropriate that these are identified within this level. In these areas developers,
as elsewhere, would be expected to conform to the siting and design guidance
set out in the landscape capacity study. This guidance limits development
opportunities.

3.

Areas where wind turbine proposals are likely to be supported subject to detailed
consideration against identified policy criteria

All areas not subject to the above constraints are identified within this level of the
framework. However, all proposals will still be subject to detailed scrutiny against
relevant policy criteria. Further guidance on the appropriate scales of wind energy
development in these areas can be found in the landscape capacity study.

Fig 4 preferred spatial framework
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Reasonable alternatives
5.8

The preferred spatial framework identifies land within 2.5km of Aberdeenshire’s
settlements as being “areas of significant protection.” The settlements which are given
this protection are taken from the Aberdeenshire LDP 2012. However, what is
considered a settlement is open to interpretation and it may therefore be considered
reasonable to provide this level of protection to other settlements which are not identified
in the LDP. However, such an approach is not preferred as it would not fully accord
with the spatial framework method set out in Draft SPP 2013.

5.9

Furthermore, whilst the extent of the cumulative impact areas identified in the preferred
spatial framework (see figure 5 below) are based on a capacity study undertaken by an
experienced professional landscape architect, the extent of these areas are based on
professional judgment so it may be reasonable to consider alternative interpretations of
cumulative impact. Likewise, further areas of significant protection could be identified in
areas where there has been little or no turbine development, but where the landscape is
of sufficient sensitivity that the carrying capacity is effectively zero. Many of the sensitive
landscapes identified within tier 2 of the framework could, for example, be reasonably
considered areas of significant protection using this definition.

Figure 5 – Areas where cumulative impact limits development

6.

Solar power
Preferred policy approach to solar-power

6.1

The preferred policy approach to solar power is to amend the policy and supporting text
of SG Rural Development 3 to highlight specific issues with large photovoltaic arrays.
The revised policy would specifically address the potential aviation and cumulative
impacts of large arrays. The potential visual, amenity and landscape impacts of
proposals would also be considered but through other existing policies.

6.2

Revised supplementary guidance is appropriate as the current supplementary guidance
on ‘other renewables’ does not address the potential cumulative impact of large
photovoltaic arrays, and their potential impact on civil and defence aviation interests.
The development of a solar farm near Turiff also highlights the potential for further
commercial solar development across the region, and it is important that the next local
development plan clearly addresses this. The increasing take up of wind turbine
opportunities may also make large scale solar a more attractive prospect for land owners
wishing to increase the income from their land holding.
Reasonable alternative

6.3

The alternative is to publish new supplementary guidance on large photovoltaic arrays.
This approach is not preferred as it would require duplication in large measure of the
terms of SG Rural Development 3 and would result in repetition of the policy guidance
on the assessment of commercial solar applications provided by the Scottish
Government.

7.

District Heating
Preferred policy approach to district-heating

7.1

The preferred approach is that all major multi-building residential, mixed use, retail,
commercial and employment developments should be required to consider the feasibility
of developing district heating systems as part of meeting emissions reduction
requirements set out in our supplementary guidance on carbon neutrality. Only where
district heating is not feasible would an alternative approach to heating, such as through
microgeneration, be approved.

7.2

This approach would accord with national policy which supports the expansion of district
heating across Scotland. District heating is also a much more efficient approach to
heating than microgeneration and can take advantage of waste heat sources such as
power stations and distilleries. Where new district heating systems are developed there
will also be the potential to extend these to cover existing housing stock and commercial
buildings.
Reasonable alternatives

7.3

We could also retain the existing approach which does not support district heating ahead
of other approaches to heating new developments. This is not preferred as it would not
align with national policy and guidance which supports the expansion of district heating
across Scotland. It would, however, provide developers with greater flexibility in terms of
meeting emissions reduction requirements set out in our supplementary guidance on
carbon neutrality.

8.

Biomass
Preferred approach to biomass

8.1

Our preferred approach is to amend SG Rural Development 3 to ensure that biomass is
used for energy production where a sustainable local supply of biomass has been
identified, where the energy produced is heat or combined heat and power, and in areas
not served by the Mains Gas network. These requirements would be specifically aimed
at medium and large sized biomass installations (potentially of 1MW installed capacity or
greater), as it would be too onerous to apply these criteria to all scales of proposal.

8.2

This approach is reflective of national policy on the use of biomass for energy production.
It would also make most effective and efficient use of the finite supply of biomass by
focusing its use on the displacement of the most polluting fossil fuels used for heating –
oil and coal. In addition, such a policy would support the achievement of national and
regional renewable heat targets and the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions.
Reasonable alternative

8.3

An alternative approach would be to publish new supplementary guidance on biomass.
This is not preferred as it would lead to some repetition of policy guidance, however it
would provide an opportunity to address in detail the issues raised by biomass fuelled
energy developments.

9.

Conclusion

9.1

In order to reflect national policy and guidance, and address the significant issues raised
by renewable energy developments in Aberdeenshire, a degree of change is required in
the plan. With regards wind energy, SPP places a requirement upon planning
authorities to produce a spatial framework for wind turbines, and given that the
incorporation of such a framework into the plan would be a significant change to policy it
is appropriate that it be debated in the Main Issues Report. The scale of wind energy
development that has taken place in Aberdeenshire and conflicting views on wind
turbines also make it an appropriate subject of debate for the Main Issues Report.

9.2

However, whilst there has been a considerable amount of onshore wind development in
Aberdeenshire, a more balanced mix of renewable energy developments will be needed
in order to meet renewable energy targets. It is therefore appropriate that the
Aberdeenshire LDP addresses more fully the range of renewable energy developments
that are likely to come forward. In particular, this paper has highlighted the need for
revised policies that specifically encourage the development of district heating systems
in new developments, and address the issues associated with biomass and large
photovoltaic array developments.
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Appendix 1

Figure A1.1 - Heat deployment options in areas of high density heat demand (taken from ‘Outline for a Draft Heat Vision)

Appendix 2

Figure A2.1 – Heat deployment options in areas of low density heat demand (taken from ‘Outline for a Draft Heat Vision)

Appendix 3 – Inputs to preferred spatial framework

Figure A3.1 – Special Protection Areas (SPAs) (data sourced from Scottish Natural Heritage)

Figure A3.2 – Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) (data sourced from Scottish Natural Heritage)

Figure A3.3 – Ramsar (data sourced from Scottish Natural Heritage)

Figure A3.4 – Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) (data sourced from Scottish Natural Heritage)

Figure A3.5 – Core Wild Land (data sourced from Scottish Natural Heritage)

Figure A3.6 - areas where the cumulative impact of existing or consented development limits
development (data sourced from Scottish Natural Heritage)

Figure A3.7 - community seperation distance

Figure A3.8 – Inventory of Gardens and Designed Landscapes (data sourced from Historic scotland)

Figure A3.9 – Inventory Battlefields (data sourced from Historic Scotland)

Figure A3.10 – Flood risk areas(data sourced from SEPA)

Figure A3.11 – Peat soils (data sourced from Scottish Natural Heritage)

Figure A3.12 – Local Nature Conservation Sites

Figure A3.13 - Long distance walking routes (the Formartine and Buchan Way)

Figure A3.14 – Landscape areas with no, or limited, underlying capacity

Figure A3.15 - Conservation Areas (data sourced from Historic Scotland)

