
 
Maximising Net Socio-Economic Benefit of Renewable Energy 

Guidance and Reporting Framework 
Guidance for developers to comply with NPF4 Policy 11c 

 
Introduction 

This document provides guidance for those involved in developing renewable energy projects, 
consultants, consultees, and decision makers on what is expected in relation to policy 11c in 
Scotland’s fourth National Planning Framework (NPF4) 1. It has been produced by Scottish 
Renewables in collaboration with practitioners with experience of assessing the socio-
economic benefits of onshore renewable energy projects and with input from legal experts with 
experience of renewable energy developments.   

This is a dedicated report to be prepared and submitted alongside any statutory Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA) Report that may be required. This approach should enable the 
evidence, rationale for and implementation of proposed economic development, social and 
community actions and benefits to be clearly set out in line with the requirements of NPF4. 

National Planning Policy Requirements 

NPF4 was adopted in February 2023. It sets out a long-term plan designed to guide Scotland’s 
spatial development to 2045. Delivery of the plan will be guided by 33 national planning 
policies, one of which (policy 11) relates specifically to renewable energy. 

The intent of policy 11 is to “encourage, promote and facilitate” all forms of on and offshore 
renewable energy development with the objective of achieving the “expansion of renewable, 
low-carbon and zero emission technologies”. Part C of policy 11 stipulates that: 

“Development proposals will only be supported where they maximise net economic impact, 
including local and community socio-economic benefits such as employment, associated 
business and supply chain opportunities.” 

This is a major departure from previous policy because it creates an obligation not only to show 
projects will generate benefits, but that these benefits will be maximised. Achieving this will 
require a new approach. 

A New Kind of Approach to Comply with NPF4 Policy 11c 

Renewable energy development has the potential to deliver a huge variety of benefits that can 
affect different groups, in different ways at different times. Many of these benefits are not 
generated directly by the developer responsible for constructing a project and many rely on 
support from others (in the public, private and third sectors) to achieve their full potential.  

This complexity means a traditional top-down approach to regulation that mandates the 
delivery of well-defined outputs within specified timescales is unlikely to be effective. This 
guidance has therefore been designed to support a different kind of approach in which 

 
1 Scottish Government (2023), National Planning Framework 4 
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developers are not simply expected to comply with regulation but are recognised as partners 
with a long-term interest in generating a legacy of benefits for the communities they operate in.  

For this approach to be effective it will be important that developers are held accountable not 
for the short-term outputs they deliver but for the longer-term outcomes they enable. Doing this 
well will require a collaborative and transparent approach between developers, public bodies 
and communities based on mutual trust and respect.  

This guidance has been prepared to support this kind of approach. 

How to Use This Document 

It provides suggestions about the type of information that would be needed to determine 
whether the benefits of a project are likely to be maximised. This is organised using a series of 
sub-headings (labelled “suggested content”) that, taken together, could form the structure of a 
report that could be used to support a planning submission.  

However no two projects are identical, so the specific information provided under each sub-
heading and the order in which it is presented is likely to vary and not everything identified 
within each sub-heading will be relevant to every project. Readers are therefore encouraged to 
use their judgement when deciding what to include. 

Project Context 

The requirement to maximise the benefits arising from any form of renewable energy 
development is challenging because no two projects are identical. Each faces a unique 
combination of financial and locational constraints and opportunities, each will be delivered by 
people with varying capabilities and priorities, and each will take place in communities with 
different needs, capacity and inclination to engage.  

This has a couple of important implications. Firstly, there could be more than one way of 
maximising the benefits of a given project. Secondly, the same package of activity could be 
considered sufficient for maximising the benefits of one project but not for another. 

This means it is not possible to specify a general standard that can be applied to all 
projects and implies that every project must be assessed on its own merits. 

A pragmatic and place-based approach should therefore be adopted to maximise benefits in a 
way which focuses on evidence and reflects the unique characteristics of individual 
development proposals and the needs of different communities.  

This guidance seeks to enable a degree of consistency in the approach adopted between 
projects and applications to satisfy applicable policy tests, whilst recognising the need for 
flexibility. It is also important to avoid the application of Policy 11c being reduced to a generic 
funding requirement/tariff or checklist of interventions without reference to the characteristics 
of individual development proposals and communities. The application of policy 11c should 
focus on the relevance, evidence for and rationale of proposed measures, rather than simply 
how many measures are proposed or their financial value.  
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Suggested Content: Project Context 

It is important that any assessment should consider how relevant contextual factors have 
influenced decisions about how to maximise the benefits of a project. This will include: 

• The project scale and how the scale links to benefits, community investment levels, 
and socio-economic commitments; 

• locational characteristics such as wind speed, solar irradiance, grid access, 
connectivity, accessibility and topography, which are likely to affect the profitability a 
project and therefore the affordability of any benefits offered; 

• characteristics of the regional economy and skills base, which will determine the 
extent to which it is possible to source supplies and labour locally; 

• the socio-economic needs, delivery capacity and appetite of the local 
community, however defined by individual projects, which will influence the nature 
of any community benefit package (if applicable); and 

• other planned or proposed developments by other renewable energy developers, 
public, private or third sector entities that could present collaborative opportunities 
to enhance benefits. 

 

Approach to Delivery 

The lack of an unambiguous threshold or reference point against which projects can be 
assessed makes it challenging to determine whether benefits are likely to be maximised. This 
challenge can be overcome by considering not just what developers propose to do (which will 
be project specific) but how they plan do it (which can be more generic).  

One of the most important considerations in this regard will be the extent to which developers 
can tailor their approach to the needs, aspirations and capacity of the local community in which 
they are operating. Projects that are calibrated specifically to the community and show respect 
for the wishes and interests of the host community, in which they will be located are likely to 
generate greater benefits than those which are not.  

NPF4 Policy 11c places the onus on projects, and thereby applicants, to maximise net 
economic impact. It is therefore for applicants themselves to identify and propose ways in 
which their development proposals can maximise net economic impact. It is for applicants to 
define their approach in the context of the constraints, opportunities and circumstances of their 
individual project rather than for it to be pre-determined by other decision makers. 

Another important consideration will be the extent to which proposals build on previous 
experience and established good practice. This is important because the requirement to 
maximise (rather than simply generate) benefits creates an incentive for continuous 
improvement that affects all future developers in the same geographic area.  

A third consideration that should inform any assessment of whether the socio-economic 
benefits of a project are likely to be maximised is the extent to which the developer has sought 
to collaborate with relevant partners in developing the project. The importance of this can best 
be illustrated by considering how a wind farm project is developed. 
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The Onshore Renewables Development Process 

Fig 1 below shows that the life cycle of a wind farm is a long-term process that can take up to 50 
years. 

Figure 1: Example Onshore Renewables Development and Timeline 

 
Source: Scottish Renewables 

The development stage happens first and normally lasts until financial investment decision is 
reached, all the procurement has been finished and the project enters the construction stage. 
This stage of a project typically takes several years, sometimes more than a decade.  

It is during this stage that many of the decisions that will have the greatest influence on the 
benefits generated by a project will be taken. Although developers play an active role in these 
decisions, they often have no direct control over the final benefit delivered.  

For example, in seeking to maximise local supply chain content developers will be constrained 
by the supply chain of their chosen equipment supplier and the availability of specialised local 
contractors and sub-contractors. In addition, those constraints may change during the 
development phase due to the passage of time. Similarly, while developers will decide the value 
of any community benefit fund offered, the benefits arising from this will be determined by how 
it is used, which is usually heavily influenced by the local community. Many of the benefits 
generated by a project will also happen in the future, sometimes many years after construction 
has finished when the developer may no longer even be involved in the project. 

Many of the benefits likely to arise from onshore renewables developments and associated 
infrastructure are therefore not within the direct gift of the developer. However, the actions and 
decisions of developers can still have a major influence on the legacy of a project.  
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To test whether this influence has been used in a manner likely to enable the benefits of a 
project to be maximised it is important for any assessment to consider the extent to which the 
project has been developed in collaboration with relevant delivery partners and the extent to 
which it builds on established good practice. 

Suggested Content: The Developer’s Approach 

An important aspect of addressing the requirements of NPF4 Policy 11c will be to analyse 
relevant data, respond to local priorities and demonstrate an understanding of what constraints 
and opportunities exist to maximise net economic benefits from any development proposal. 
This should avoid a generic approach where measures or commitments are simply drawn from 
pre-defined lists of possible interventions without any reference to the characteristics of the 
individual development proposal and its location.  

Developers may choose to structure this section and its themes using a consistent format that 
focuses the evidence, rationale for and implementation of proposed measures or ways of 
maximising benefits. This could include information that fall under the three headings of 
baseline/evidence, proposals and implementation.  

To assess whether the socio-economic benefits of a project have been maximised it will be 
important to consider whether the developer’s approach is: 

• Place based - every project and every community is different so packages of benefits 
that are tailored around the needs and capacity of the community in question are 
likely to generate greater benefits than standardised approach. This highlights the 
importance of identifying and considering evidence regarding relevant economic, 
social and community issues and articulating a clear rationale for proposed 
interventions to maximise benefits. 

• Innovative - many of the benefits that have been realised by renewables to date have 
happened because of innovation at the project level. To maintain this culture of 
continuous improvement it is important that developers to continue to innovate and 
collaborate with each other where multiple projects impact a community. 

• Collaborative - many of the benefits of renewable energy developments are not 
directly within the gift of developers. They will require input and support of others in 
the public, private and third sector to realise, making a collaborative approach 
essential. 

• Transparent - effective collaboration requires the parties involved to trust each other 
and an open and transparent approach is crucial for establishing this trust. Any report 
submitted to demonstrate compliance with Policy 11c should focus on the relevance, 
evidence for and rationale of proposed measures and benefits, rather than simply 
their financial value. 

• Flexible - a lot can change between project inception and completion, and these 
changes can make a big difference to the benefits ultimately realised. A flexible 
approach that responds positively to such changes is therefore important. 

• Deliverable - providing communities with realistic expectations about what can be 
delivered during the construction and operation phase of a project will help achieve 
trust with relevant stakeholders. This will positively impact relationships for future 
renewable projects. 
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Types of Benefit  

For the purposes of this report framework, we use the Scottish Onshore Wind Sector Deal 
as a model for how to frame how developments can maximise net socio-economic 
benefits.  

Onshore wind farms, as an example, generate many different types of benefits, but experience 
suggests awareness of the range and scale of these is often low, both amongst public sector 
decision makers and communities. Part of the reason for this is that much of the activity being 
taken forward to increase the benefits of the sector is being taken at a national rather than local 
level. 

Public support for the continued roll out of renewables technologies will be important for 
achieving the pace and scale of deployment required to deliver on net-zero targets. This implies 
that finding ways of articulating these socio-economic benefits, including activity being 
delivered at the national and project level, is of the utmost importance to the sector.  

Much of the activity being taken forward at the national level has emerged from commitments 
made as part of the sector deal, which sets out how the Scottish Government and onshore wind 
industry will work together to deliver the collective ambition of 20GW of onshore wind in 
Scotland by 2030. Much of the work happening in the sector deal is relevant and applicable 
to other renewable technologies and already implementation has impacted other 
proposed renewable energy projects.  

The sector deal outlines 44 specific commitments including 16 each for the Government and 
the sector and 12 joint actions. The sector’s commitments include 13 that relate directly to 
things that will drive or underpin economic development.  

These commitments fall into four broad categories: 

• developing the supply chain; 
• developing the skills needed to deliver the 2030 deployment target; 
• the empowerment of communities through effective design and management of 

community benefit funds and community ownership arrangements; and 
• balancing development with environmental protection and enhancement. 

These categories provide a convenient structure that could also be used to assess the potential 
benefits of a project. To ensure the information provided presents a complete picture 
developers may wish to frame their actions in the context of wider activity being taken forward 
at a sectoral level. Further details about this activity are provided below. 

Sectoral Activity to Support Supply Chain Development 

The sector deal contains commitments in three areas related to supply chain development: 

1. seek opportunities for clustering operations and maintenance (O&M) activities; 
2. publish statistics on local content in the supply chain and O&M arrangements; and 
3. establish a collaborative approach to promoting supply chain opportunities to support 

increased local content. 
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The onshore renewable energy sector has committed to publishing data on the local content of 
projects every year. To support this, work is underway to develop a standardised series of 
questions that developers can use to ask tier one suppliers—suppliers that set up the supply 
chain for a developer beyond the development of the turbine itself—to help them understand 
the local content of their supply chains. This work is expected to be finished by early 2025. 

The sector is also adopting a central portal for advertising supply chain opportunities to make it 

easier for businesses to identify opportunities to get involved in local projects. It is intended that this 

will become a one stop shop for potential suppliers for onshore wind and potentially offshore wind. 

This work is now nearing completion and will be rolled out to individual developers soon.  

Suggested Content: Supply Chain 

At the project level there are various actions developers could take to ensure the supply 
chain benefits of a project are maximised. These include: 

• researching the local business base to understand capacity to provide the goods and 
services needed and identify opportunities to support supply chain development; 

• taking reasonable steps to maximise local supply chain content, e.g. by making use of 
the new sectoral procurement portal to promote opportunities to local suppliers in 
addition to local supplier registers; 

• adopting progressive procurement practices that make it easier to make use of small 
local businesses and social enterprises; 

• incorporating reasonable conditions in contracts to encourage tier one contractors to 
make use of local suppliers where possible; and 

• supporting ongoing efforts to increase regional supply chain capacity and clusters of 
expertise, for example by regularly reporting data on local content. 

 

Sectoral Activity to Support Skills and Workforce Development 

The sector deal contains commitments in three areas related to skills and workforce 
development: 

4. establish a working group to examine skills gap to delivering 2030 ambitions and publish 
a paper on this; 

5. enhance current skills and training provision by collaborating with further and higher 
education sector; and 

6. commit to an appropriate number of apprenticeships, training opportunities and skilled 
jobs across the sector and related industries. 

Scottish Renewables is currently working with the Scottish Government to assess whether 
Scotland’s skills supply pipeline will be sufficient to meet demand from onshore renewable 
energy developers. This work will consider all relevant courses including apprenticeships, 
degrees and short courses. It aims to identify whether enough is being done to develop the 
qualified workforce needed to support the level of deployment needed to achieve 2030 targets. 

The sector is also contributing to the national skills strategy being produced by the Scottish 
Government, which sets out how more young people can be encouraged to consider a career in 
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the sector by working with universities, colleges and local authorities to highlight opportunities. 
It is expected that the strategy will be published in early 2025. 

Suggested Content: Skills 

At the project level there are various actions developers could take to demonstrate that the 
skills and workforce benefits of a project are likely to be maximised. These include: 

• making a long-term commitment to adhere to progressive employment and 
recruitment practices that meet or exceed current industry best practice; 

• understand the local labour market and its capacity to provide the skills needed in the 
short and longer term and identify important skills gaps; 

• building relationships with education and training providers and working with them 
to implement the national skill strategy, for example by participating in initiatives 
designed to promote career opportunities in the sector; and 

• working collaboratively with relevant training/education partners and community bodies 
to develop bespoke labour market development solutions including 
apprenticeships where appropriate. 

 

Sectoral Activity to Support Community Empowerment 

The sector deal contains commitments in four areas relating to community empowerment: 

7. publish a framework of practical approaches to support and encourage community 
shared ownership models; 

8. establish a standard approach to the financial management of community benefits;  
9. seek opportunities to collaborate in the co-ordination of community benefits; and 
10. demonstrate how community benefit is helping deliver Scotland’s national outcomes2. 

As part of the sector deal the onshore wind sector has reaffirmed its commitment to fulfilling 
the good practice principles set out in the Scottish Government’s guidance on good practice3. 
These include a commitment to providing community benefits equivalent to £5,000 per 
installed megawatt per annum, index linked for the operational lifetime of the project and a 
commitment to adhere to seven key principles summarised below. This can apply to other 
technologies that also comply with community benefit good practice however £5,000 per 
installed megawatt is not applicable to all projects as capacity factors and income models vary 
widely between technologies.  

  

 
2 See: At the time of writing Scotland had 11 national outcomes: https://nationalperformance.gov.scot/national-outcomes  
3 Scottish Government (2019), Good Practice Principles for Community Benefits from Onshore Renewable Energy  
Developments 

https://nationalperformance.gov.scot/national-outcomes
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Fig 2: Scottish Government Good Practice Principles 

 

Source: Scottish Government 

The sector is also committed to providing data to enable the recently launched community 
benefit register to be updated regularly. 

Work is also underway to enable opportunities for collaboration to be identified where there are 
clusters of wind farm proposals and developments. 

Suggested Content: Community Empowerment 

At the project level there are various actions developers could take to maximise the 
contribution a project makes to community empowerment. These include: 

• working with local communities to understand local needs, aspirations, appetite and 
delivery capacity; 

• developing a community benefit package (where applicable) tailored to local needs 
that is consistent with best practice principles and (where feasible) a proposition for 
community ownership; 

• working closely with local communities to build trusted relationships to help support 
the emergence of innovative ideas and approaches, for example by appointing a single 
point of contact to manage discussions; 

• working with community bodies to establish effective governance, administration, 
monitoring and evaluation arrangements consistent with best practice and providing 
data to enable the national community benefit register to be regularly updated; and 

• engaging with regional partners in the public and third sectors to identify and develop 
opportunities to generate regional benefits. 

• setting out any steps taken to collaborate with other developers working on nearby 
projects to secure greater impacts from community benefit proposals, for example by 
linking up access tracks to create a local network of paths or setting up joint governance 
arrangements for community benefit funds. 
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Sectoral Activity to Enhance and Protect the Natural and Built Environment 

The sector deal contains commitments in three areas related to balancing development with 
environmental protection and enhancement: 

11. collaborate on a national approach to measuring biodiversity enhancements; 
12. update guidance on peatland management and restoration; and 
13. in cluster areas, cooperate with other developers on interconnected planning and 

environmental considerations. 

Scottish Renewables is working with its members to identify opportunities for collaboration in 

relation to land-use and biodiversity. To support this, it has identified eight zones across Scotland and 

connected project managers working in each zone with each other to facilitate data sharing.  

This work is expected to make it easier for collaborative initiatives between developers to emerge 

organically as has already happened in some areas (e.g. in the South of Scotland and on Skye). 

Suggested Content: Environmental Protection and Enhancement 

There are various actions developers could take to demonstrate the benefits of a project to 
the natural and built environment have been maximised. These include: 

• explaining what has been (and will be) done to protect and enhance biodiversity; 
• explaining any investment in local infrastructure planned or undertaken to restore or 

improve local roads used during the construction stage; 
• creating new leisure and recreational opportunities to improve community access to 

green and blue spaces; 
• planning for the future by putting a process in place to ensure communities are 

consulted on decisions about how a site is used at the end of its operational life; and 
• setting out any steps taken to collaborate with other developers working on nearby 

projects on planning and environmental issues, for example by participating in regional 
initiatives established by Scottish Renewables (see above) and others. 

 

Intended Outcomes 

The benefits generated by a renewable energy development are influenced by a variety of factors, 

not least of which includes how public bodies respond to the project and any steps they may take to 

optimise opportunities for the region. These factors are not static and will continue to evolve long 

after the construction phase has been complete, making it impossible to be certain of the exact 

nature or scale of benefits likely to be generated before the project is completed.  

It is for this reason that developers must be cautious about making specific commitments as to the 

nature and scale of benefits that can be realised. However, to maintain public confidence in the 

process it is important that steps are taken to ensure there is transparency about what has been 

achieved and where lessons could be learned for the future. 

Developers can help to achieve this by: 
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• being clear about the intended outcome4 of any actions they take to maximise benefits; 
• setting out how and when they intend to monitor progress toward these outcomes and 

what quantitative and/or qualitative evidence they intend to gather to support this, either at 
the project or sectoral level; and 

• establishing clear processes for sharing learning between projects to support a process of 
continuous improvement. 

Links to Community Wealth Building  

Another policy within NPF4 that could be relevant to renewable energy developers is policy 25, 

which relates to community wealth building. This policy states that: 

“Development proposals which contribute to local or regional community wealth building strategies 

and are consistent with local economic priorities will be supported.” 

Renewable energy developers are not required to comply with policy 25, however much of what they 

do to comply with policy 11 would be consistent with community wealth building. Some developers 

may therefore find it helpful to present the information gathered to demonstrate compliance with 

policy 11 in a way that also enables them to demonstrate compliance with policy 25.  

The four main themes identified above (supply chain, skills, community empowerment and the 

environment) align well with the five pillars of community wealth building (spending, skills, 

ownership, financial power and land) so this should be readily achievable. 

 
4 In this context a clear distinction is made between the intended outcome of an action (i.e. the change that occurs because of 
an action) and the intermediate outputs that may precede it. Whereas it may be difficult to specify outputs in advance with any 
certainty, clarifying intended outcomes should be less problematic. 


