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See the video at https://youtu.be/Bk51mmjqKlw 

As the world gets to grips with the impacts of a global pandemic attention is rightly turning to how 

we can build back better. Now, more than ever, it is understood that to address the interconnected 

issues of health, economic resilience, climate change, and biodiversity loss we will need to work in a 

fundamentally different way. If we are to be successful, we need to understand embrace and work 

with our natural assets in a way that helps us address these wider issues. A strategic approach 

provides the space to make the connections needed at a number of levels between stakeholders, 

evidence, spatially, and between community needs and their neighbourhoods.  

Over the next few minutes I’d like to present what I consider are three key ingredients of this new 

way of working, the issues they throw up, and possible solutions. These are firmly embedded in a 

place-based approach. Why? It brings all the pieces of the jigsaw together, fosters the collaboration 

needed and, in doing so, creates the right conditions for the creativity and innovation needed to 

address the challenges ahead. 

My first ingredient is shared endeavour. How do we nurture a shared ambition across all 

stakeholders of what needs to be achieved and where we need to get to? Our destination? To set us 

on the road to net zero our natural assets will have a central role to play in shaping our places of the 

future. How do we get stakeholders to understand and be brought into their role in delivering this 

ambition? A key issue here is how do we corral the right stakeholders, to develop that shared 

ambition? Who are the right stakeholders and how do we make sure that communities are involved?  

I’d suggest the solution is strong place leadership, particularly by local authorities, to foster a 

corporate approach to place across all their services and develop partnerships with other relevant 

agencies, institutions and other stakeholders to support delivery. The key agencies have been 

positioning ourselves so that we are ready to support this approach through our land use planning 

role. A collaboration with one local authority was really successful in bringing a range of leaders from 

different services across a council area together to develop shared place objectives for a complex 

and strategically important site. Once we had this shared ambition it provided a strong context 

against which we could start identifying the opportunities to maximise use of our natural assets and 

getting us there. 

And this brings me nicely on to my second key ingredient. Sound evidence. We need to understand 

how our natural assets are already, and can, in the future, contribute towards the shared vision and 

place objectives. Not only for our decision-makers but for communities as well. This will help frame 

the questions we need the evidence to answer. How do natural assets contribute towards 20-minute 

neighbourhoods? Affordable heat? How do they contribute towards keeping our communities safe 

from flooding and reducing pressure on our water infrastructure so that we are more resilient to 

future climate change? A key issue is here is how can we collate relevant evidence from across all 

parties into a fit-for-purpose and accessible format for the stakeholders. And also how can we 

identify and address evidence gaps? 

I suggest a solution is a whole systems approach to evidence, leading to a centralised one-stop shop 

digital platform which could harvest all relevant national, regional and local datasets, including those 

relating to our natural assets, but also socioeconomic information. The data needed may vary 
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depending upon the questions being asked and also the spatial scale it is being applied to. Integrated 

evidence approaches could be used for land use planning at a more strategic scale but also local 

place planning and other community-led initiatives. Layering this evidence together can stimulate 

conversations, ideas and the innovation needed, that would never emerge if each area of evidence 

was considered in isolation. 

And my final ingredient is effective delivery. There's no point having the shared endeavour and all 

the right data and knowledge behind that if we can't deliver on it. 

One of the key issues here, I’d suggest, is the myriad of delivery mechanisms and funding pots that 

we all, that we have at the moment that in some way shape or impact on our places, including our 

natural assets. These can too often work against each other and be working to different programmes 

and timescales. The solution? Greater alignment of delivery mechanisms and funding across the 

public sector. There are several reasons for doing this. Alignment of delivery funding is financially 

prudent: we can get a bigger bang for our buck. It leads to improved place outcomes such as 

improved health and wellbeing or improved access to employment. And achieving this, that leads to 

further preventative spend for the public purse. There are also increasing opportunities to work 

together to explore more ways of funding initiatives such as the Scottish Conservation Finance 

Initiative which was launched earlier this year by the Scottish Wildlife Trust and SEPA. This Green 

New Deal funding and the Programme for Government announced in September; an additional 500 

million pounds of investment for Scotland's national economy. These are not insignificant amounts 

of money and we need to make sure they're working together to deliver that shared ambition. So to 

finish off, I’d just like to reiterate that I believe a place-based approach is essential to ensuring we 

can make the most of our natural assets in setting us on the path to a net zero Scotland. Shared 

endeavour, supported by strong place leadership, sound evidence and effective delivery will all be 

vital if we are to successfully embrace the challenges and the great opportunities ahead. 

Thank you. 
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