
A Consultation on the future of Land 
Reform in Scotland 
 
 
Scottish Land Action Movement is a new organisation dedicated to furthering radical and 
comprehensive land reform in Scotland. We are currently backed by prominent land reform 
campaigners such as Andy Wightman and Professor James Hunter, and we plan to extend 
our reach across the country by facilitating the set-up of local groups, providing a source of 
education on issues pertaining to land reform, and coordinating campaigns and responses to 
the current land reform bill. We also plan to offer new and original media in the form of 
articles, videos and talks that will help alter perceptions on how land in Scotland can be 
owned and used in a more equal and democratic way.  
 
We welcome the Scottish Government’s proposals in this bill, and believe it offers some 
very important steps on the road to land reform in Scotland, although we also acknowledge 
that this is only the beginning. A more progressive form of taxation on land is needed, 
succession law must be reformed, and tenant farmers’ rights must be urgently addressed. 
We welcome the renewed push towards land registration, but urge that this must be 
tackled thoroughly and quickly in order for lasting and comprehensive reform to take place.  
 
Land reform in Scotland is long overdue, and vastly unequal patterns of land ownership 
must be addressed in place of a more democratic and diverse system. We welcome the 
opportunity to comment on these proposals, and hope that the Scottish Government will 
take our answers into consideration. 
 

Scottish Land Action Movement 
www.scottishlandactionmovement.org 

mail@scottishlandactionmovement.org  
 
 

 

Q 1. Do you agree that the Scottish Government should have a stated Land Rights and 
Responsibilities Policy? Yes. 

Q 2. Do you have any comments on the draft Land Rights and Responsibilities Policy? 
1. We strongly agree with this statement and it should be the basis of any land 

reform policy that features in this bill. Land is a finite resource and should be 
accessible to everyone, not just a select few who have the money to own it. Land 
rights and ownership are at the heart of future developments in Scotland, 
including housing policy, environmental policy and energy policy - all decisions 
based on land should have the interests of the Scottish people at heart.  

2. We strongly agree with this statement - the fact that so much of the land in 
Scotland is unregistered is appalling and must be rectified as soon as possible. 
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Information must be freely available to create the democratic society Scotland 
deserves.  

3. We strongly agree. 
4. We strongly agree. Scotland’s unequal distribution of land ownership is well 

known and these reforms are long overdue. 
5. We agree that many communities, particularly island communities, risk difficulties 

or even collapse if they are to be subject to poor land management and absentee 
owners. Affordable housing and developments providing jobs are severely lacking, 
and community ownership has many documented cases of success in overturning 
these problems. We welcome the opportunity for more.  

6. We strongly agree. 
7. We strongly agree.  

Q 3. Considering your long term aspirations for land reform in Scotland, what are the top 
three actions that you think the Scottish Government should take? 

 a fully accessible land information system - every piece of land that is owned in 
Scotland should be registered and archived in a searchable database that allows 
full access to anyone who wishes to know the owner and status of said land. 
Transparency is key to a more democratic system of land ownership and the 
Scottish government must make documenting all land ownership in Scotland a 
priority.   

 a Land Value Rating to replace council tax and uniform business rates - this is a 
more progressive tax which sees those who hoard large parcels of land pay more 
for restricting access and development. The land should be for the many, not the 
few, and we welcome the Scottish government’s commitment to reviewing council 
tax.  

 Greater powers for communities to own and access land for a more diverse range 
of uses. There are many innovative and pioneering ideas on how the land could be 
used, but they are often quashed by big businesses and hugely wealthy 
landowners. We would like to see greater financial support for communities 
wishing to buy land (through the land fund or other sources) and current 
legislation on local authority Compulsory Purchase Orders to be streamlined and 
modernised, to include: 
1. Registration of interest in land  
2. A statutory right to pre-emption over land if a CPO is not immediately needed 
3. Provisions to make CPOs easier to implement over vacant or derelict land 
4. Greater powers for communities to implement CPOs in the public interest 

 

Q. 4. Do you agree that a Scottish Land Reform Commission would help ensure Scotland 
continues to make progress on land reform and has the ability to respond to emergent 
issues? Yes. 

Q. 5. What do you think the advantages or disadvantages of having a Scottish Land Reform 
Commission would be? 
Land reform in Scotland has long needed a specific body in order to tackle the wide-
ranging and often difficult issues that emerge as part of an ongoing process in moving 
towards a fairer system of land ownership. We welcome the Scottish government’s 



commitment to creating the Scottish Land Reform Commission - many of the issues 
pertaining to land reform encompass areas from different governmental offices, and any 
discussions on reform can be slow due to this. A specific, streamlined and independent 
body focusing on issues quickly, as and when they arise, is essential to ensure that land 
reform is an ongoing process, and is not allowed to stall.  

Q. 6. Do you have any thoughts on the structure, type or remit of any Scottish Land Reform 
Commission? 
The SLRC should be an independent body in order to avoid political conflicts of interest, 
and be completely transparent, with anyone who wishes to access information held by 
the body able to do so. It should develop a fully integrated land policy and abide by that, 
and provide information and support on an ad hoc basis. It should work alongside, but be 
separate from, the land fund. It should advise the Scottish government on legislation and 
policy.  
 
Q. 7. Do you agree that restricting the type of legal entities that can, in future, take 
ownership or a long lease over land in Scotland would help improve the transparency and 
accountability of land ownership in Scotland? Yes. 

Q. 8. Do you agree that in future land should only be owned (or a long lease taken over land) 
by individuals or by a legal entity formed in accordance with the law of a Member State of 
the EU? Yes. 

Q. 9. What do you think the advantages or disadvantages of any restriction would be? 
Too many large rural estates and prime plots of urban land are held by offshore accounts 
which are tax havens, and are not bound by any laws requiring transparency regarding 
ownership. Limiting owners to be registered within EU member states closes this loophole 
and will limit the scope of tax avoidance currently being practiced, as well as contributing 
to the completion of the land register. 

Q. 10. How should any restriction operate and be enforced, and what consequences might 
follow if the restriction is breached? - 
 

Q. 11. Do you agree that better co-ordination of information on land, its value and 
ownership would lead to better decision making for both the private and public sectors? 
Yes. 

Q. 12. Do you hold data you could share or is there any data you would wish to access? n/a 

Q. 13. What do you think the advantages or disadvantages of wider and more flexible 
sharing of land information would be and do you have any recommendations about how 
this can best be achieved? 
Open source digital mapping platforms in which citizens can participate would be a very 
productive and innovative approach to co-ordinating information on land value & 
ownership.  Such a platform would allow information on land ownership to become 
widely accessible and transparent, and is a tool through which ordinary people can 



participate in mapping and understanding their resources.  We take this recommendation 
from the organisation ‘GeoGeo’.   
We would like to express strong concern, however, that without the allocation of proper 
resources, the targets set to register land will never be met and in fact the full registration 
of land and process of making that information available to the public will take many 
decades.  This will be to the severe detriment of the aims of land reform - democratisation 
land and managing our resources for the common good.  Therefore while ambitious aims 
for land registration are welcome, considerable resources need to be committed in the 
form of staff and funding to ensure these targets are met without placing extraordinary 
strain on already struggling local authorities.   
 

Q. 14. Do you agree that there should be powers given to Scottish Ministers or another 
public body to direct private landowners to take action to overcome barriers to sustainable 
development in an area? Yes. 

Q. 15. What do you think the benefits would be and do you have any recommendations 
about how these can best be achieved?  
Compulsory Purchase Orders already exist but many local authorities are loath to use 
them due to complex provisos including breaches in the human rights convention which 
can often end up costing councils a great deal.  Allowing government ministers to 
intervene in directly influencing landowners themselves would help alleviate pressures on 
communities who may not feel able to take on ‘their laird’. A simple, more streamlined 
approach to support local authorities in their development needs would be welcomed, as 
the bloated size of many of the councils across Scotland mean that they are already 
overworked and underfunded. We believe a more interventional approach could also help 
in encouraging a stronger and more constructive dialogue with private landowners and 
local communities, as it would be mutually beneficial to work together for the needs of 
the area.   

Q. 16. Do you have any concerns or alternative ways to achieve the same aim? 
As previously stated, the sheer size of many local authorities makes it difficult to 
undertake many of the processes required to commit to sustainable development on land 
that is privately owned. We hope that providing accessible information and support 
would fall under the remit of the Scottish Land Reform Commission, which would be the 
first port of call before any governmental intervention, which should only be a last resort. 
Private landowners being barriers to sustainable development cannot be allowed to 
continue - access to land for public good is essential to the longevity and health of thriving 
communities. This is not a case of demonising private ownership - but community models 
and alternative patterns of ownership should be supported and encouraged, and a better 
model is needed that mere government intervention.  
 
Q. 17. Do you agree that public sector bodies, such as Forestry Commission Scotland, should 
be able to engage in a wider range of management activities in order to promote a more 
integrated range of social, economic and environmental outcomes? Yes 

Q. 18. What do you think the benefits would be and do you have any recommendations 
about how this can best be achieved?  



Public sector bodies exist to provide services to the public, and under this definition, it is 
surely beneficial that they are able to take on management strategies that extend beyond 
their official remit. There is no reason that the Forestry Commission must only provide 
forestry related services, particularly if any of its lands are not delivering sustainable 
forestry management in the public interest. Such land could be passed on to other public 
bodies for services such as social housing, healthcare etc. Lifting existing restrictions on 
how public sector bodies manage and transfer their land would help flexibility in these 
areas.  
Q. 19. Do you have any concerns or alternative ways to achieve the same aim? - 

 
Q. 20. Do you think a trustee of a charity should be required to engage with the local 
community before taking a decision on the management, use or transfer of land under the 
charity’s control? Yes. 

Q. 21. What do you think the advantages or disadvantages would be? 
The status of charities is often unchallenged due to their perception being that of 
overwhelming good, but this is not always the case. Private schools and private estates 
are often turned into private trusts to protect their interests and from prevent them from 
falling into alternative ownership, without ever having to carry out any ‘charitable’ works 
at all. It is therefore essential that all charitable trusts involved in land ownership be 
completely transparent and democratic in how they manage their land. The larger 
landowners of charity status such as the John Muir Trust already do this, so it is not 
unreasonable to expect all charitable trusts to be upheld to this standard, particularly 
when it may not be in the local community’s interest. If private estates are to become 
charitable trusts then they should allow members of the local community to become 
trustees, who could then represent the views of the wider area.  

Q. 22. How should “community” be defined? 
This is a complex question that involves sociological, geographical and political debate, 
and is also personal - we do not feel able to answer it here. 

Q. 23. What remedies should be available should a trustee of a charity fail to engage 
appropriately with the local community? 
Governmental intervention should be permissible in the event of a charity failing to 
engage with the local community, and charitable status should be revoked if the charity 
consistently fails to engage with the local community.  
 
 
 

 
Q. 24. Should the current business rate exemptions for shootings and deer forests be 
ended? Yes. 

Q. 25. What do you think the advantages would be?  
Sporting estates and deer forests have enjoyed business rate exemption for far too long 
and local authorities have suffered the loss of much needed revenue for the local 



community. Sporting estates like to claim that they contribute to conservation objectives, 
yet any environmental gains are usually mere coincidences (muirburn for example), and 
many estate practices actively harm the environment, especially keeping the deer 
population artificially high. The claim that estates provide much needed employment to 
rural communities is also dubious, as much of the work is seasonal and low-paid. If 
sporting estates are to exist then it is quite right that they should be subject to the same 
rates as any other non-domestic property.  
 
Q. 26. What do you think the disadvantages would be? 
There may be some job losses if estates were to slim down, but as previously stated, these 
are already poorly paid and insecure positions - if taken in conjunction with the other 
reforms set out in the bill, the land could be used to provide better opportunities within 
the rural economy.  

 
Q. 27. Do you agree that the need for court approval for disposals or changes of use of 
common good property, where this currently exists, should be removed? 
We believe there should be more research and information available in order to comment 
fully. 

Q. 28. If removed, what should take the place of court approval? - 

Q. 29. Should there be a new legal definition of common good?  Yes 

Q. 30. What might any new legal definition of common good look like?  
We believe there should be more research and information available in order to comment 
fully. 

Q. 31. Do you have any other comments? 
There is a pressing need to halt the erosion of common good property.  Particularly in a 
time of austerity when local authorities are struggling financially, inappropriate disposal 
or leasing of common good is likely.   
We would argue for the implementation of statutory right for communities of burghs to 
have legal title to all Common Good assets. 
Additionally Common Good Funds should be made transparent and accountable, and a 
register of common good property owned by each local authority should be established.   

 
Q. 32. Do you agree that the Scottish Government should take forward some of the 
recommendations of the Agricultural Holdings Legislation Review Group within the 
proposed Land Reform Bill? Yes. 

Q. 33. What do you think the advantages would be?  
The advantages are enormous and this is an absolutely crucial issue.  Not some, but all 
recommendations of the Agricultural Holdings Legislation Review Group should be taken 
forward in the Land Reform Bill.  Conditional right-to-buy is a welcome step, but it should 
be recognised that if it only leads to lengthy and very costly Land Court proceedings, this 
will not help tenant farmers.  Clear guidelines should be put in place regarding this 



process. In addition, automatic right to buy must be included in the legislation, as this is 
the only way to make tenant farming viable.  Tenant farmers are among the most 
vulnerable people in Scotland, and the long-standing and unjust situation they find 
themselves in should be a top priority of robust land reform legislation. This cannot be 
shelved for a later date but should be central to the proposed legislation.   

Q. 34. What do you think the disadvantages would be? - 

 
Q. 35. Do you agree that further deer management regulation measures should be 
introduced to be available in the event that the present arrangements are assessed as not 
protecting the public interest? Yes. 

Q. 36. What do you think the advantages would be?  
Deer management objectives and deer cull quotas already exist, but these are falling short 
of what is sustainable for the future. Deer numbers are currently far too high, and this is 
having a huge impact on other flora and fauna, some of which is endangered (such as the 
capercaille). Part of the problem is that sporting estates often keep deer populations 
artificially high in order to guarantee a successful shoot, but even without that, 
organisations such as the RSPB and SNH are struggling to keep to their quotas.  

Q. 37. What do you think the disadvantages would be? 
Deer culling, whilst currently necessary, is morally ambiguous to many people. We would 
like to see a more sustainable and long-term solution to deer management, which would 
involve rewilding wolves as a natural predator to keep deer numbers down.  
 
 
Q. 38. At present, section 18 of the Land Reform (Scotland) 2003 Act is silent on the issue of 
resolving objections to a core path plan consultation. Do you agree that access authorities 
should be required, in the interests of transparency, to conduct a further limited 
consultation about proposed changes arising from objections? Yes. 

Q. 39. Do you agree that section 20 of the 2003 Act should be clarified so that Ministerial 
direction is not required when an access authority initiates a core path plan review? We do 
not have enough information to address this proposal. 

Q. 40. Do you think that the process for a minor amendment to core path plan (as set out in 
section 20 of the 2003 Act) should be simplified to make it less onerous than that for a full 
review of a core path plan? 
We do not have enough information to address this proposal. 

 
Q. 41. Please tell us about any potential impacts, either positive or negative, you feel the 
draft Land Rights and Responsibilities Policy or any of the proposals for the Bill may have on 
particular groups of people, with reference to the “protected characteristics” listed above. 
Please be as specific as possible. 
The proposals need to ensure that urban communities are not neglected - much of the 
land reform rhetoric has focused on rural communities and huge rural estates owned by 



private landowners, but land in urban areas is incredibly important for ensuring cohesive 
and active communities who have access to excellent housing, green spaces and public 
services.  
 
Q. 42. What differences might there be in the impact of the Bill on individuals and 
communities with different levels of advantage or deprivation? How can we make sure that 
all individuals and communities can access the benefits of these proposals? 
We welcome the Scottish Government’s aim to remove or minimise disadvantages faced 
by certain groups in society.  We would emphasise that this cannot be achieved through 
‘sticking-plaster’ solutions but by addressing the structural injustices that create such 
inequalities.  The pattern of land ownership, and its affect on land use and access, is a 
driver of urban poverty as well as rural problems.  
Particularly, the lack of affordable housing and the poor quality of much of Scotland’s 
housing directly relates to disadvantage and exacerbates poverty, and these problems are 
caused, in large part, by spiralling land costs.  In relation to this, the suggestion that the 
Scottish government ‘explore’ possibilities for alternative taxation is welcome, but we feel 
the case for a Land Value Tax is so urgent that it must be brought forward as quickly as 
possible.   
 

Q. 43. Please tell us about any potential costs or savings that may occur as a result of the 
proposals for the Bill, and any increase or reduction in the burden of regulation for any 
sector. Please be as specific as possible. 

 Setting up a specific body to deal with land reform will likely incur costs but the 
benefits of this necessity will be reaped many times over.  

 It will likely cost more to re-evaluate deer management strategies but these are 
necessary to prevent further incurred costs in the future due to deer related 
damage.  

 
 Revenue can be gained by removing business rates exemption on sporting estates 

and these can be funnelled back into the local community or be used to contribute 
to the land fund. 

 Clamping down on offshore entities owning land will allow tax loopholes to be 
closed and extra revenue can be raised here.  

 
Q. 44. Please tell us about any potential impacts upon the privacy of individuals that may 
arise as a result of any of the proposals contained in this consultation. Please be as specific 
as possible. 
We feel very strongly that land registration and full access and transparency when dealing 
with land information is in the public interest, although we are keen to stress that our aim 
is not to target private landowners, but to balance their needs with the broader needs of 
the local community. We do not feel that land ownership and use is something that 
should be hidden and decided on by one individual or interest when it affects the people 
that live there, and we urge the proposals to take this into account. 
 



Q. 45. Please tell us about any potential impacts, either positive or negative, you feel any of 
the proposals contained in this consultation may have on the environment. Please be as 
specific as possible. 
Scottish Land Action Movement perceives the environmental impact of these proposals to 
be a largely positive one. More varied patterns of land ownership will provide 
opportunities for community woodlands, gardens and conservation projects - there are 
already examples of the land fund helping these, but greater funding and support will 
allow for more of these, and more opportunities for community land ownership will also 
help. 
Greater deer management strategies will also help the environment. Young tree shoots 
often get eaten by hungry deer before they have a chance to grow, and ground nesting 
birds such as the capercaille suffer from deer trampling and competition for food.  
 

 


