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Subordinate Legislation: Parts 2, 3 and 5 of the Community Empowerment 
(Scotland) Act 2015 

 
Written Submission from Scottish Natural Heritage 

 
Introduction 
 
This written evidence focusses on the work Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) has 
been carrying out in preparation for implementing its responsibilities under the 
Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015. 
 
SNH’s Statutory Purpose 
 
SNH is a non-departmental public body (NDPB) funded by the Scottish Government 
through Grant-in-Aid.  We are the Scottish Government’s advisers on issues relating 
to nature and landscape.  Our statutory purpose is to: 
 

 secure the conservation and enhancement of nature and landscapes; 
 foster understanding and facilitate their enjoyment of them; and, 
 advise on their sustainable use and management. 

 
Scotland’s nature and landscapes are recognised internationally, and this natural 
capital plays an important role in supporting economic growth, improving people’s 
health and wellbeing, adapting to climate change and strengthening communities.  
Our founding legislation (the Natural Heritage (Scotland) Act 1991) is wide in scope 
which means we operate across a range of activities, use different approaches and 
work with partners both nationally and locally.   
 
The community empowerment agenda 
 
The Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015 is one part of an increasingly 
strong policy and legislative agenda aimed at helping communities to own and look 
after land and other assets, and to participate more in decisions that affect them.  A 
top priority in the 2016-17 Programme for Government is about “putting people in 
charge”.  
 
Community engagement is also advanced through Part 4 of the Land Reform 
(Scotland) Act 2016, which requires the engagement of communities in decisions 
relating to land.  The Land Use Strategy for Scotland 2016-21 also stresses the 
importance of engaging communities and of building new partnerships at a more 
regional level. 
 
The Scottish Government is also expected to bring forward proposals for a new 
Islands Bill and a Decentralisation Bill during this Parliament.  A core purpose of the 
Decentralisation Bill is likely to be around shifting resources and decision-making 
closer to communities. This new legislation will give further shape to community 
empowerment and public participation in the future.  
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SNH’s approach to community empowerment 
 
SNH has long held the view that engaging with communities is an important, even 
essential, part of our work.  This has ranged from working with communities on the 
planning and management of our National Nature Reserves, to providing funding 
support to community groups. 
 
Much of our work is guided by the “ecosystem approach”, which involves taking 
account of how nature works and of the benefits that nature provides to people, and 
involving people in decision-making.  We believe that this approach is strengthened 
when communities are empowered to look after nature and landscapes, and are 
involved in the decisions that affect them. 
  
The aim of SNH is to be proactive rather than reactive in responding to the 
community empowerment agenda, including the new legislation. We are also looking 
at ways of building more community engagement into our day-to-day work rather 
than treating this as something different that stands alone.  
 
SNH has been supporting the implementation of the Community Empowerment 
(Scotland) Act 2015 in a number of ways, including: 
 

 Responding to the Scottish Government consultations on the draft Regulations 
in April 2016. 

 Contributing to the drafting of the guidance on participation requests through 
membership of the Scottish Community Development Centre and Scottish 
Government writing group. 

 Supporting the development of the National Standards for Community 
Engagement through membership of the reference group and the early 
endorsement of the National Standards. 

 Developing a public statement, endorsed by our Board, on our commitment to 
community empowerment and publishing this on our website. New web pages 
on community empowerment and the key elements in the Community 
Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015 have been recently published (see 
http://www.snh.gov.uk/about-snh/community-empowerment). 

 Developing a new Rural Land Asset Management Plan which will commit us to 
supporting communities which express an interest in managing or owning land 
that we currently hold. 

 Providing advice to the Scottish Government on Part 4 of the Land Reform 
(Scotland) Act 2016. 

 Ensuring that processes and resources will be in place for handling 
participation and asset transfer requests once the Regulations are approved 
by the Scottish Parliament and the statutory guidance is finalised.  

 
Joint working 
 
Over the last nine months, SNH has led joint working across public agencies within 
the Rural Affairs & Environment portfolio1 on community empowerment issues.  This 

                                                
1 SNH, Forest Enterprise, Forestry Commission Scotland, Scottish Environment Protection Agency, 
Cairngorms National Park Authority, Loch Lomond & Trossachs National Park Authority. 

http://www.snh.gov.uk/about-scotlands-nature/scotlands-biodiversity/an-ecosystems-approach/what-is-an-ecosystems-approach/
http://www.snh.gov.uk/about-snh/community-empowerment
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joint working has also included Highlands & Islands Enterprise, the Scottish 
Community Development Centre and the Scottish Government. 
 
This work has supported the development of approaches within each body as well 
influencing the work of the Scottish Government.  Focus groups on individual 
elements of the legislation have been led by different bodies within the group.  SNH 
led on Community Planning, the Cairngorms National Park Authority led on 
participation requests), and Forest Enterprise led on asset transfer. 
 
Many of the points or suggestions made by RAFE bodies have been reflected in the 
regulations and guidance being issued by the Scottish Government.  The Community 
Empowerment team at the Scottish Government has used this joint working as an 
example of how the public sector can work respond positively to new policy agendas 
and implementing new legislation. 
 
We will continue to work together after the legislation comes into force to share 
experiences and learn from each other.  SNH, SEPA and the two national park 
authorities are classed as community planning partners under the Act.  We have 
been engaged with some Community Planning Partnerships for a number of years 
now and, over time, we may well see opportunities to increase our engagement with 
others.  We will look to coordinate our efforts in working with and supporting these 
Partnerships. 
 
Seizing the opportunity 
 
Community empowerment and land reform provide a unique opportunity to help more 
communities to have a stronger stake in nature and its future.  Over the last year, 
SNH has been exploring how we can use the resources we have to help encourage 
and support more communities to get actively involved in environmental issues, and 
in helping to shape the decisions that affect the environment. 
 
Over the next few years, we hope to develop ways of “putting people in charge” and 
“opening up” our work.  This could include: involving communities at an earlier stage 
in National Nature Reserve management planning; highlighting and explaining our 
performance to communities; supporting the provision of good quality environmental 
information (particularly at a local level); trialling participatory budgeting; supporting 
the transfer of assets to communities; and identifying how we can help more 
communities to take control or ownership of local natural assets, be it a nature 
reserve, path network or areas of green space.  
 
Examples of SNH’s recent work with communities 
 
SNH works with a wide range of communities throughout Scotland.  Some of our 
recent activity includes: 
 
1. SNH and Young Scot have established ReRoute, a national youth advisory panel 

on biodiversity to explore how best to engage young people in the delivery of the 
Scottish Biodiversity Strategy Route Map. The panel’s work will feed into the Year 
of Young People 2018.  The panel has members aged between 13 and 23 drawn 
from across Scotland (from Yell in Shetland to Wishaw in Lanark). 

http://www.youngscot.net/youth-environment-panel-will-reroute-young-peoples-attitudes-to-nature/
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2. SNH is lead partner for a Green Infrastructure Strategic Intervention (part of 

Scotland’s European Regional Development Fund programme) which will bring 
transformative change to some of Scotland’s most deprived urban areas through 
the creation or improvement of multifunctional green spaces.  The involvement of 
local communities in planning, designing and looking after their green spaces is a 
key requirement of our funding.  In addition to supporting capital projects, a 
Community Engagement Challenge Fund is to be launched early in 2017. 

 
3. Each year, we provide funding that helps 1,400 young people to have 

volunteering opportunities.  In 2014/15, there were some 282 young volunteers 
on our National Nature Reserves contributing nearly 2,600 volunteer days. 

 
4. We have published a toolkit for communities called “Talking About Our Place”. 

This is designed to help communities to understand and shape their local places. 
It provides communities with a range of guidance and practical tools on how to 
talk about their place, celebrate it, and consider ways to improve it. 

 
5. Inviting communities to develop their own proposals for Marine Protected Areas 

(MPAs) alongside proposals from SNH.  This included a proposal from the 
Scottish Sea Angling Conservation Network (for the common skate) and a 
proposal from the Small Isles community for Nature Conservation MPAs.  A 
further example of this process is the formal approval of a proposal for a Fair Isle 
Demonstration and Research Marine Protected Area, developed by the Fair Isle 
Marine & Environment Tourism initiative.  This came into force on 09 November 
with the aim of sustainable use of the local marine environment through co-
management between a remote island community, government bodies and other 
stakeholders.   

 
6. SNH worked with Scottish Community Development Centre on an action research 

programme called “People and Nature: learning through doing”.  This involved 
six community and voluntary sector groups and it developed successful 
approaches to involving people in enjoying, learning about and caring for nature.  
The programme provided mentoring, guidance and some funding to each group 
to help them plan, carry out and disseminate their research.   
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https://www.greeninfrastructurescotland.org.uk/
http://www.snh.gov.uk/docs/B1117673.pdf
http://www.snh.org.uk/pdfs/publications/education/People%20and%20nature%20learning%20through%20doing%20Action%20research%20programme.pdf

