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Abstract
The principal aim of this thesis is to contribute to sustainability debates. Specifically, this thesis aims to assess
the capacity of the statutory community rights to buy – part of Scotland’s wider land reform framework – to
contribute to ecological sustainability. ‘Ecological sustainability’, in context of this thesis, is the ultimate goal
of humanity successfully living within the ecological limits of the Earth. This thesis outlines that these
community rights to buy are defined and affected by both sustainable development and property law. Therefore,
it seeks to interrogate the extent to which both of these aspects are influenced by anthropocentrism, rather than
ecocentrism, and the impact this has on the capacity of the community rights to buy to contribute to the
achievement of ecological sustainability.
Three central arguments are important in this regard: the spectrum between anthropocentric and ecocentric
understandings of sustainable development; how imbuing responsibilities in ownership can help to bridge the
gap between these two understandings; and how the structuring effect of property law resists placing
responsibilities on ownership, thus impeding the ability to find a more appropriate point between
anthropocentrism and ecocentrism. The cumulative effect of these themes on the capacity of the community
rights to buy in Scotland to contribute to ecological sustainability will be the focus of the conclusion of this
thesis.
Chapter 1 introduces and explores these three central themes. It will be argued that global interpretations of
sustainable development have tended to adopt an anthropocentric approach within the spectrum of
anthropocentrism/ecocentrism, and that this is mirrored in Scotland’s approach to sustainable development.
The nature and culture dualism will then be explored as a potential explanation for the anthropocentric focus
of both sustainable development and property law. This chapter will conclude that, whilst responsibilities can
bridge the gap between anthropocentrism and ecocentrism, the structural effect of Western property law norms
resists this, which is problematic for ecological sustainability.
Against this background, Chapter 2 is concerned with situating Scotland within these debates. It will assess the
concentrated ownership patterns seen today, arguing that an emphasis on individual ownership rights has
facilitated this; an example of property law’s structural effects eschewing responsibilities in ownership. These
factors have anthropocentric outcomes. This chapter will argue that an increasing focus on responsibilities
within land policy in Scotland shows an implicit recognition of the need to move beyond the existing rights
paradigm. However, this is stymied by property law’s structural emphasis on rights. Against this background,
the chapter will conclude with a brief outline of what the community rights to buy are, their significance, and
their adoption of sustainable development, before engaging in a deeper evaluative exercise in Chapter 3.
Chapter 3 will assess what kind of sustainable development is being envisaged in the community right to buy
legislation, and whether this is suitable for the achievement of ecological sustainability. It will be argued that,
whilst showing signs of ecocentrism, given the structural effects of property law in Scotland and the
concomitant focus on individual rights the community rights to buy find themselves at the anthropocentric end
of the sustainable development spectrum identified in Chapter 1. However, the backdrop of Scottish land policy
signifies a will to incorporate responsibilities, as well as rights, into ownership. In this regard, it is argued that
the community rights to buy, in their incorporation of sustainable development, signify a form of incremental
change when viewed in tandem with other policy in Scotland, which can better integrate ecocentric approaches
and which could incite progress towards ecological sustainability.
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Introduction
Human activity has had, and is continuing to have, a profound impact on the Earth’s
environment.1 In this regard, the relationship between humans and land is pivotal. Land is
inextricably linked to the wider environment; it sustains and supports ecologies and
livelihoods, fosters animal relationships and flourishing, and provides natural beauty in
abundance. However, humankind continues to engage in patterns of consumption that the
planet cannot sustain,2 which are legitimised through the continued separation of human and
non-human communities. New formulations and frameworks are required in order to provide
pathways towards ecological sustainability; in other words, the ability of humankind to live
within the Earth’s ecological limits. A key concept in this regard is that of sustainable
development. The implementation of the concept of sustainable development has multiple
implications for the relationship between humans and land. At the present time, particularly
in the West,3 this relationship tends to be dominated and defined by private property rights.
This tends to lead to anthropocentric outcomes, and new formulations are necessary to imbue
more ecocentrism.4 As Nicole Graham states, ‘[t]he paradigm of modern European property
relations is anthropocentric. It is a dichotomous model of the world that separates people
from everything else…’ The Earth is in a state of ecological emergency and necessary action
is often curtailed due to this anthropocentric paradigm.5 Graham states that ‘[t]his paradigm
is, however, in crisis…’6 This crisis requires new approaches, which can better lead to
ecological sustainability. Sustainable development may represent such an approach, but its
impact so far has been limited by a largely anthropocentric approach.

1

See N Graham, Lawscape: property, environment, law (Taylor & Francis Group, 2010) at p.24, referencing
D Harvey, Justice, nature and the geography of difference (Wiley-Blackwell, 2000) at p.119. Graham states
that ‘[d]espite the contentiousness of remarking that humans bear an enduring, or at least serious, impact on
the natural environment, ‘there is increasing public acceptance of the idea that much of what we call ‘natural’,
at least as far as the surface ecology of the globe and its atmosphere is concerned, has been significantly
modified by human action.’’ Perhaps the clearest demonstration of this point is climate change: see
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, ‘Climate Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis’ (2021).
2
See, in relation to climate change, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Climate Change 2021: The
Physical Science Basis (2021); World Meteorological Organization, State of the Global Climate 2020 (2021)
which outlines that 2020 was one of the warmest years on record with global average temperatures around 1.2
degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels; on habitat and ecosystem destruction see Intergovernmental
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, Global assessment report on biodiversity
and ecosystem services (2019).
3
In this regard, ‘the West’ is used to refer more specifically to Anglophone or European-influenced
frameworks.
4
See, for example, M Davies, ‘Can property be justified in an entangled world?’ (2019) Globalizations, 17(7),
pp.1104-1117; P Burdon (ed.) Exploring Wild Law: The philosophy of earth jurisprudence (Wakefield Press,
2011); F Mackenzie, Places of possibility: Property, Nature and Community Land Ownership (WileyBlackwell, 2013).
5
N Graham (no. 1) at p.2.
6
Ibid.
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In Scotland, sustainable development has become a key guiding principle for policy and
legislation.7 In particular, land reform in Scotland, which has a community right to buy
framework at its core, incorporates sustainable development as a central aim. In the wider
context of the relationship between humans and land, including non-human communities,
how do these community rights to buy contribute to ecological sustainability? The goal of
this thesis is to investigate this question.
The structure of the thesis is as follows. Chapter 1 looks to introduce three main themes
which are important to the transition to ecological sustainability. Firstly, it will present the
idea of a ‘spectrum’ of sustainable development, with wholly anthropocentric interpretations
at one end and wholly ecocentric interpretations at the other, explaining what both extremes
of interpretation might look like. Global interpretations of sustainable development will be
interrogated, suggesting that they tend to adopt an anthropocentric approach in this regard.
Scotland’s wider sustainable development policy will be shown to follow this pattern.
Secondly, the theme of the ‘nature and culture dualism’ will be introduced. This section will
explain that this dualism is a potential explanation for the anthropocentrism present in
sustainable development approaches, as it separates human communities from non-human
communities, which in turn contributes to the commodification of nature. This chapter will
then focus on property law. It will outline that new formulations of property law are
necessary in order to break out of the nature/culture paradigm, particularly given the twin
crises of climate change and biodiversity collapse. One such formulation is the introduction
of responsibilities in ownership. However, Chapter 1 will conclude by arguing that the
structural effects of property law, particularly Western notions of property law, oppose the
introduction of such new formulations. This will be highlighted as a key barrier to ecological
sustainability.
Chapter 2 is concerned with introducing Scotland to this discussion. Scotland’s peculiar
distribution of landownership will be examined, looking at some of the historical factors that
have led to the patterns of ownership that persist today. This Chapter argues that the system
of property law in Scotland has been a major factor in the distribution of landownership and
that this has had, and continues to have, serious societal and ecological impacts. This section
will highlight the anthropocentrism of this outcome. Chapter 2 continues to outline that much
of Scotland’s land reform agenda, which has been developed to address concerns related to
the concentration of ownership, has adopted sustainable development as a key concept. It
A Ross, ‘The Evolution of Sustainable Development in Scotland: A Case Study of Community Right to Buy
Law and Policy, 2003-18’ in M M Combe, J Glass, A Tindley (eds.) Land Reform in Scotland: History, Law
and Policy (Edinburgh University Press, 2020) at p.238.
7
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introduces two key land policy documents, the Land Use Strategy and the Land Rights and
Responsibilities Statement. It will argue that such documents show a recognition from
policymakers in Scotland of the requirement to move beyond the dominant rights paradigm
and to introduce more ecocentric approaches, including imbuing responsibilities into
ownership. Like in Chapter 1, this section will argue that the structural effects of property
law in Scotland resist such approaches so that, where they do appear, they are limited in their
scope and justiciability. This chapter will conclude by outlining the primary legal vehicle
for land reform in Scotland: the community right to buy legislation, in particular its adoption
of sustainable development.
Chapters 1 and 2 provide the overall context for Chapter 3, which performs a dual role.
Firstly, it questions what kind of sustainable development is being promoted within Scottish
community right to buy legislation, essentially ‘placing’ the community rights to buy within
the anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum of sustainable development outlined in Chapter 1.
It will take forward the argument that the community right to buy legislation does have
certain ecocentric traits, insofar as it is principally forward-looking and explicitly ties
sustainable development and property law together in the same arena. However, it will argue
that the legislation remains largely anthropocentric. Secondly, Chapter 3 interrogates the
possible reasons for this anthropocentric outlook. Building on the discussion in Chapters 1
and 2, Chapter 3 argues that typical goals of private property norms – economic stability and
certainty – can no longer justify the strong protections that ownership rights attract;
responsibilities must play as key a role if we are to transition to ecological sustainability.
However, as will be argued, the community right to buy legislation can be seen as a
fundamental challenge to typical notions of private ownership, representing a kind of
incremental change that can lead to wider governance and societal shifts toward the goal of
ecological sustainability.
Though there is an increasing amount of literature on wider sustainability debates, there is
scarce research on the transition to ecological sustainability and Scottish property law.
Therefore, novel approaches must be taken. To this end, this thesis adopts an approach that
is both descriptive and normative.8 Ecological sustainability is the normative goal which
frames the overall discussion; it is the question of why, informing all debates in this thesis.
In this regard, the thesis outlines key theoretical concepts that contribute toward this
normative goal. This thesis limits its scope to property law. It assesses its theoretical

See L S Underkuffler, ‘A Theoretical Approach: The Lens of Progressive Property’ in S Bright, S Blandy
(eds.) Researching Property Law (Palgrave, 2015) at pp.12-13.
8

6

underpinnings, but through the lens of sustainability. In other words, exploring how property
theory has been informed by the key concepts outlined in this thesis, for example the
human/nature dualism, and how this contributes to the sustainability debate. In order to
inform this normative element, a descriptive approach will be taken in places in order to
outline the current functioning of property law at a general level, and more specifically to
outline the scope of the right to buy legislation in Scotland. For example, the thesis will
outline the particular legislative provisions in the community right to buy legislation which
relate to sustainable development. As a result, this thesis does not adopt a traditional
doctrinal approach, as it does not provide an in-depth review of legislation and case law
relating to the community right to buy in Scotland and to interpret the meaning of specific
provisions in a doctrinal manner.9 Taken as a whole, the approach of this thesis will be used
to generate critical insight into the community right to buy regime in Scotland, and trace its
potentialities in contributing to ecological sustainability.

9

D Watkins, M Burdon, Research methods in law (Routledge, 2018) at p.88.
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Chapter 1
Achieving ecological sustainability: the spectrum
of anthropocentric/ecocentric sustainable
development and the structuring effects of
property law

1.

Introduction

There is a pressing need to find ways of achieving ecological sustainability – to live within
the Earth’s ecological boundaries. Sustainable development and property law are vital to the
success of this transition, as they inform and define the processes through which ecological
sustainability can be achieved. Therefore, this chapter will introduce and examine central
themes relating to sustainable development and property law which will be used to examine
the community rights to buy later in this thesis.
This chapter will begin by outlining the concept of ecological sustainability – living within
the Earth’s natural limits – and its importance within this thesis. This is the essential
motivation of the overall debate. Sustainable development will then be outlined as a method
of achieving ecological sustainability, and the form that sustainable development has so far
taken on the global stage is evaluated. The discussion will highlight that there exists a
‘spectrum’ of sustainable development. On one pole is a wholly anthropocentric approach,
which insists upon the central importance of humankind within any sustainability debate.
On the other, overtly ecocentric approaches reject the idea that humankind have a ‘superior’
place within planetary habitats, arguing that non-human ecologies must be afforded greater
attention than currently given. This chapter will suggest that an approach based entirely at
either pole is not desirable. It will argue that effective approaches to sustainable development
should exist within this spectrum, taking into account both the reality that humankind has a
profound influence on Earth systems, whilst ensuring more attention and care is paid to those
systems for their own sake. In doing so, it will highlight that current approaches are too
anthropocentric and must imbue more ecocentrism in order to effectively lead to ecological
sustainability. This chapter will then outline Scotland’s wider sustainable development
8

policy, arguing that, in adopting international standards, anthropocentric tropes pervade its
approach.
The next section explores the underlying reasons for the dominance of anthropocentric
interpretations of sustainable development. The role of the nature/culture dualism is
introduced and examined in this regard, arguing that the tendency to separate humankind
from nature has facilitated and encouraged anthropocentrism, not only in sustainable
development but also in Western notions of property law, which are preoccupied with
individual ownership rights. Robust, new formulations are needed to tackle this paradigm.
One such suggested formulation is to imbue responsibilities within land ownership;
empowering such responsibilities with the same legal weight as individual rights in
ownership can contribute to bridging the gap between anthropocentric and ecocentric
approaches. However, the structural effects of traditional property law norms, whilst
promoting stability and certainty, strongly resist new methods of introducing ecocentrism
into wider debates, particularly the imposition of responsibilities on landownership. This is
one of the central challenges of achieving ecological sustainability.

2.

Anthropocentric v ecocentric approaches to sustainable
development: their impact on achieving ecological sustainability

2.1

Ecological sustainability

In our pursuit of growth, humans consistently demand more than the Earth’s ecosystems can
supply.10 It is increasingly recognised that societies must operate in more sustainable ways
in order to stem the effects of climate change, restore ecosystems, and protect human and
non-human communities. Examples of the effects of ignoring the Earth’s natural limits are
plentiful, and are increasing. Ocean heat content reached new record highs in 2019 and then
again in 2020, in conjunction with steady global sea level rises since satellite altimeter
measurements began in 1993.11 Atmospheric concentrations of the major greenhouse gases

See Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services, ‘The global
assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem services’ (2019); W Steffen et al, ‘The Anthropocene: From
Global Change to Planetary Stewardship’ (2011) AMBIO 47, 7 at p.740: ‘Humanity now acquires more than
the ongoing productivity of Earth’s ecosystems can provide sustainably, and is thus living off the Earth’s
natural capital in addition to productivity.’
11
World Meteorological Organization, ‘State of Global Climate 2021: WMO Provisional Report,’ 2021 at p.3.
10

9

continued to increase in 2020 and 2021.12 To compound this, no agreement was reached at
the recent Conference of the Parties in Glasgow to ensure that temperature rises are limited
to a rise of 1.5 degrees. This has catastrophic effects for human and non-human
communities.13
Therefore, it is imperative that ways of living within the ecological limits of the Earth are
adopted; the boundaries of Earth systems need to be recognised and operated within. It is
true that humankind has ‘wrested control of Earth systems.’14 Concomitantly, there is a
requirement and responsibility to consider how to manage these Earth systems sustainably.
The way that societies conceptualise the wider term ‘sustainability’ thus has important
consequences. The term can have many different meanings to different people, so there is
merit in narrowing its scope to an extent. In this regard, ‘ecological sustainability’ provides
a compelling fulcrum. Andrea Ross states that, ‘[e]verything we do is constrained by the
Earth’s ecosystem and there is a need to revisit the basic principles that govern our decision
making, to ensure that environmental concerns have greater influence…Decision making
based on ecological sustainability places the discussion of trade-offs within the ecological
limits of the Earth.’15 It ‘advocates the need to operate within the ecological carrying
capacity of the earth.’16 In this regard, Ross suggests that the term ‘ecological sustainability’
should be the ‘normative core’ of sustainable development.17
What role, then, does law play in ecological sustainability? Ross states that ecological
sustainability should be treated as a ‘fundamental legal principle that ought to be given the
same priority as other fundamental legal principles, such as justice, equality and freedom.’18
Therefore, there are normative questions to be asked of the wider legal frameworks in place,
particularly those of sustainable development and property law. To what extent are they
capable of facilitating ecological sustainability?

12

Ibid.
To give just one example, there has been a significant decline in the abundance of terrestrial and freshwater
species in the UK; 6% over the past 10 years. See State of Nature Partnership, ‘State of Nature 2019 Report’
2019.
14
F Clingerman, ‘Imagining place and politics in the Anthropocene’, in A Valtonen, O Rantala, P Farah (eds.),
Ethics and Politics of Space for the Anthropocene (Edward Elgar Publishing, 2020) at p.17.
15
A Ross, Sustainable Development Law in the UK: From rhetoric to reality? (Earthscan, 2012) at p.292.
16
Ibid.
17
Ibid. at p.288: ‘with ecological sustainability as its normative core, sustainable development has the capacity
to set meaningful objectives, duties, and rules and provide boundaries for decision making.’
18
Ibid. at p.287.
13
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2.2

Sustainable development: anthropocentric v ecocentric approaches

The concept of sustainable development has developed as a response to the challenges of
human-led changes to Earth systems.19 It is a flexible concept, lacking a universally agreed
definition. The most widely agreed definition – that sustainable development equates to
‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs’20 – is a starting point, but is imprecise21 and has an
anthropocentric focus. John Blewitt offers a pragmatic view of sustainable development as
a ‘dialogue of values.’22 In this regard, interpretations are not black and white. It is possible
to imagine a spectrum of sustainable development; with wholly anthropocentric and
ecocentric approaches at diametrical poles. Anthropocentric sustainable development can be
seen as development which benefits only humans. The environment will feature to an extent,
but only to the extent that it will benefit, or can be utilised by, humankind. Such
interpretations can be consistent with ecological sustainability, but not necessarily. On the
opposite pole, wholly ecocentric sustainable development would prioritise environmental
concerns, seeing humans as part of nature, rather than superior to it.23 Both ends of the
spectrum of interpretation have been criticised. A fully ecocentric approach can be
problematic in terms of disregarding equity and justice concerns.24 However, against the
backdrop of environmental degradation, a wholly anthropocentric approach to sustainable
development is less likely to lead to ecological sustainability. Even where it may do so, it
will take a much longer time than an approach which also imbues ecocentric concerns.25

H F Greene, ‘Conceptual Frameworks of Earth Law’ in A R Zelle, G Wilson, R Adam (eds.) Earth Law:
Emerging Ecocentric Law (Wolters Kluwer, 2020) at p. 71.
20
World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future (1987) (the ‘Brundtland
Definition’).
21
A Ross, Sustainable Development Law in the UK: From rhetoric to reality? (Earthscan, 2012) at p.14.
22
J Blewitt, Understanding Sustainable Development (3rd ed., Taylor & Francis Group, 2017) at p.41, where
he explains that ‘Different individuals, communities, pressure groups, institutions and governments are likely
to view sustainability and sustainable development from different perspectives.’
23
Ibid. at pp.44-47. Blewitt outlines that ecocentric values can be understood by the term ‘deep ecology’. This
highlights the need to challenge the need for human dominance over nature. As Blewitt states at p.46,
ecocentrism recognises that ‘[w]hen we harm nature, we harm ourselves.’
24
Ibid. at p.47, where he outlines the criticism from Ramachandra Guha that ecocentric approaches, in their
commitment to biocentrism and wilderness preservation, diminishes the needs of humans; instead, the ‘real
problems are cultural and economic – over-consumption by the West and by Third World elites, growing
militarization and so on.’ See R Guha, ‘Radical American environmentalism and wilderness preservation: A
Third World critique’ (1989) Environmental Ethics, 11(1) at pp.71-83.
25
See L J Kotzé, D French, ‘The Anthropocentric Ontology of International Environmental Law and the
Sustainable Development Goals: Towards an Ecocentric Rule of Law in the Anthropocene’ (2018) Global
Journal of Comparative Law, 7, pp.5-36. Kotzé and French argue for the necessity of ecocentric concerns to
be incorporated into approaches which are currently too anthropocentric.
19
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Therefore, this thesis investigates where the community rights to buy in Scotland lie in the
spectrum of sustainable development.
Prevailing approaches to sustainable development have been anthropocentric. The
Brundtland definition falls into this category: it is defined by the ‘needs of future
generations’ rather than the need to live within the Earth’s ecological limits. To illustrate at
a global level, the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDG)26 can be seen as a barometer
for ontologically accepted international understandings of sustainable development.
Adopted in 2015, the SDG comprise 17 goals, with over 300 indicators of progress. This is
an extensive remit providing universal, high-level policy aims. However, the SDG have
been criticised for relying too heavily on anthropocentric tropes.27 Kotzé and French argue
that ‘the focus in the SDG is on human development, progress and the improvement of the
human condition.’28 While an ecocentric approach to sustainable development would have
at its core the need to live within the ecological limits of the Earth,29 Kotzé and French
argue that the SDG promote an approach which promotes growth, reducing Earth systems
to resources for consumption. This approach is no longer tenable, according to Kotzé and
French,30 yet it is insisted upon because the ‘anthropocentric ontology of the [SDG] is
evident from the primacy of the human in, and the human-focused objectives of, virtually
all of the SDG.’31 For them, this is exemplified in the content of the SDG: ‘Goals 1 and 2,
for example, aim to end poverty in all its forms everywhere, to end hunger…and promote
sustainable agriculture; but do not recognise that this can occur sustainably only if Earth
system limits are respected.’32 In other words, the SDG fail to properly consider the codependence of human life and Earth systems, instead perpetuating the trope of the
environment as primarily a resource for the benefit of humankind.33
Anthropocentric approaches to sustainable development are also often evident in discourses
concerned with technical solutions to the global challenges presented by environmental
See United Nations, ‘Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’ 2015;
United Nations, ‘The 17 Goals’, see <https://SDG.un.org/goals> (last accessed 02/02/2022).
27
See D French, ‘The global goals: Formalism foregone, contested legality and ‘re-imaginings’ of international
law’ (2016) Ethiopian Yearbook of International Law, at p.151; L J Kotzé, D French, ‘The Anthropocentric
Ontology of International Environmental Law and the Sustainable Development Goals: Towards an Ecocentric
Rule of Law in the Anthropocene’ (2018) Global Journal of Comparative Law, 7, pp.5-36.
28
L J Kotzé, D French (no. 25) at p.26.
29
For more on ecocentrism generally, see P Burdon, ‘Eco-Centric Paradigm’ in P Burdon (ed) Exploring Wild
Law: The philosophy of earth jurisprudence (Wakefield Press 2011) at pp.85-96.
30
Ibid. at pp.26-27.
31
Ibid. at p.27.
32
Ibid.
33
Ibid. at p.28. Although, Kotzé and French acknowledge that Goals 7, 11, 14 and 15 accommodate to a greater
extent the idea that humankind’s survival depends on the continued existence of environmental resources. They
temper this somewhat by arguing that this ‘does not render them ecocentric in any overt sense’ as they still
reinforce the anthropocentric paradigm. See L J Kotzé and D French (no. 25) at p.28.
26
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breakdown. As Ross states, ‘[t]hese approaches are based on the premise that technology
and international trade will ensure there are always enough resources…’34 This kind of
‘ecological modernisation’35 is attractive for market economies: it allows for continued
economic growth while encouraging technical innovation and competition.36 However, this
approach is not free from criticism. As Ross states, ‘[t]he result is that while fewer resources
are required…more are being consumed…Technology is used to justify our erosion of the
earth’s capital instead of simply living off the interest.’37 This ‘techno-rational narrative’38
can in turn promulgate the view that pressing environmental problems can be solved by the
same means that contributed to them in the first place.39 Consequently, a pervading belief
is that the environment can be effectively managed in a market context.40
However, can anthropocentric and ecocentric approaches to sustainable development be
reconciled? As discussed, sustainable development has so far presented itself as largely
anthropocentric in nature. Indeed, anthropocentric visions of sustainable development may
lead to ecological sustainability: if they are propelled by human need then the need to
protect Earth systems for humankind could still lead to the same end goal as ecocentric
approaches. However, although ecological sustainability may be achieved, it will not be
achieved with the same effectiveness and speed as incorporating ecocentric approaches to
sustainable development. The speed at which Earth systems are deteriorating requires
quicker shifts to ecological sustainability. Andrea Ross argues that sustainable development

34

A Ross (no. 21) at p.289.
For background on ecological modernisation, see J Barry, M Paterson ‘Globalisation, Ecological
Modernisation and New Labour’ (2004) Political Studies, 52, 4, p.767; A Hayden, When Green Growth is Not
Enough: Climate Change, Ecological Modernization and Sufficiency (McGill-Queen’s University Press 2014);
J Blewitt (no. 22) at p.64.
36
As Gunnarson-Ostling and Svenfelt state, the driving force behind ecological modernisation is that
‘environmental degradation is not an impediment to economic growth, but a catalyst for growth through the
quest for clean technologies, energy efficient products and management systems such as road pricing and smart
production systems.’ see U Gunnarson-Ostling, A Svenfelt, ‘Sustainability Discourses and Justice: Towards
social-ecological justice’ in R Holifield, J Chakraborty, G Walker, The Routledge Handbook of Environmental
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O Rantala, P Farah (eds.), Ethics and Politics of Space for the Anthropocene (Edward Elgar Publishing, 2020)
at p.5.
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should be viewed as a process.41 As a process, interpretations can be iterative and move
within this spectrum of anthropocentric and ecocentric approaches. Powerful and effective
interpretations of sustainable development will not attach themselves to either pole, but will
exist within the spectrum. There is a balance to be struck in this regard: humankind has a
role to play and must recognise its unique place in Earth systems, whilst recognising the
need to adopt practices which are within the ecological limits of the Earth.42

2.3

Approaches to sustainable development in Scotland and their place on
the anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum

It has been argued that global approaches to sustainable development tend towards the
anthropocentric pole of the spectrum. Therefore, at this point it is worthwhile analysing the
general outlook of sustainable development at a national level, in Scotland, to assess the
extent to which this trend is mirrored.
As Andrea Ross argues, much of the interpretation of sustainable development in Scotland
has been left to policy.43 Ross contends that in Scotland, since 2003, there have been ‘three
significant eras of sustainable development policy.’44 The first era, while ‘quite progressive
in its vision’ was too focused on economic growth and did not offer tangible outcomes.
Instead, it was merely aspirational.45 The second era was predicated on a joint framework
document, produced by the UK, Scottish, Welsh and Northern Irish administrations in
2005.46 This shifted the focus from high economic growth to the ‘goal of a sustainable
economy’47 and was shortly followed by a Scotland-specific policy document entitled
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‘Choosing Our Future – Scotland’s Sustainable Development Strategy.’48 The third era of
sustainable development in Scotland represented a shift in focus from a sustainable economy
to ‘sustainable economic growth’49 with the introduction in 2007 of ‘Scotland’s Economic
Strategy’50, updated in 2015, which Ross contends was intended to influence all government
action.51 The Economic Strategy largely aimed ‘[t]o create a more successful country, with
opportunities for all of Scotland to flourish, through increasing sustainable economic
growth,’52 achieved by ‘increasing economic competitiveness and tackling inequality.’53 The
current approach to sustainable development in Scotland coalesces around the SDG. Indeed,
Scotland was one of the first countries to sign up to the SDG in 2015. Scotland’s method of
integrating the SDG in a national setting is defined by its National Performance Framework
(NPF).54 The NPF outlines several ‘National Outcomes’ which are aligned with the SDG.55
There is a monitoring process in place, through the ‘National Indicators’, which give a
measure of the extent to which the National Outcomes are being met.56
If we view sustainable development as a process in which certain approaches will exist on a
spectrum, with extreme anthropocentric and extreme ecocentric sustainable development as
the two polar outcomes, then where does this wider approach to sustainable development in
Scotland sit? Looking at the three initial ‘eras’ since 2003, as defined by Ross, these can be
seen to promote sustainable development, but almost exclusively the economic strand of
sustainable development. The ‘second era’ of sustainable development, around 2005,
arguably gave the most deference to environmental issues in the sustainable development
spectrum. Scotland’s sustainable development strategy at that time placed ‘environmental
objectives and actions…ahead of social and economic goals, thus reinforcing a vision based
on limits rather than tradeoffs.’57 By advocating an approach based on limits, this suggested
a more nuanced approach which imbued essential elements of ecocentrism. However, the
subsequent introduction of the Economic Strategy, with its prioritisation of growth,
Scottish Executive, Choosing our Future – Scotland’s Sustainable development strategy (2005).
Ibid, at pp.241 and 242.
50
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Development Goals: A national review to drive action’ (2019).
57
A Ross (no. 7) at p.241.
48
49

15

highlighted that sustainable development in Scotland was, for the time being, defined by
anthropocentrism.
There is no doubt that the most recent approach, built around the SDG, is far more wide
ranging than any previous sustainable development policy in Scotland. The NPF provides a
platform for Scottish Government to work in partnership with local authorities and
community planning partnerships. Progress in achieving the SDG is continuously monitored
through the performance of 81 National Indicators.58 Of all of the ‘eras’ of sustainable
development, this most recent approach shows the strongest commitment to achieving
sustainable development by a considerable distance. The approach is more holistic than any
that came before, and imbues the environment as a specific concern, complete with its own
dedicated National Outcome and National Indicators.59 This is a thorough approach to
sustainable development. However, what can be said of its place within the
anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum? Firstly, it is an approach that shows genuine
commitment to connecting the various strands of sustainable development together to
achieve tangible, sustainable outcomes. The National Outcomes are widespread and relate
explicitly to social, economic and environmental goals. In this sense, the inclusion of a
National Outcome specifically for the environment means that the NPF is far from the
extreme anthropocentric end of the spectrum. However, the wording of the environmental
National Outcome, in particular, betrays an ontological reliance on anthropocentrism.
Certain tropes are utilised; particularly that of ‘natural land’ performing primarily as an
‘asset’ or ‘resource’.60 The preservation of ecologies and habitats are done so for ‘future
generations’, rather than for the sake of planetary survival itself. This echoes the criticisms
of Kotzé and French, above, where they argue that the SDG, on the whole, reflect protection
of the environment but only insofar as it leads to human benefits.61 In this regard, wider
sustainable development policy in Scotland, based as it is upon the SDG, arguably remains
largely anthropocentric.
Therefore, Scotland’s approach to sustainable development, through its National
Performance Framework, contains elements of ecocentrism. However, the approach
remains largely anthropocentric. It rarely recognises, explicitly, the need to live within the
ecological limits of the Earth, and where it does this is in order to ensure the survival of
58
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future generations of humans. However, although Kotzé and French argue that an
anthropocentric approach does not allow for living within the Earth’s limits if, as Ross
argues, sustainable development should be viewed as a process62 then, as a human-made
process, it will usually tend towards more anthropocentric tropes. Anthropocentrism does
not necessarily preclude ecological sustainability; it just convolutes and slows the process
by not imbuing ecocentric approaches.

3.

Nature, culture and property law: the need for change in
achieving ecological sustainability

3.1

The nature and culture dualism and its presence in sustainable
development and property law

If anthropocentric interpretations of sustainable development have taken root, it must be
questioned why. It has been suggested that humankind is engaged in a ‘crisis of thinking.’63
This crisis coalesces around questions and assumptions of our place and effect on Earth. This
is often couched in terms of ‘nature’, on the one hand, and ‘culture’ on the other. Culture
encapsulates everything seen as ‘human’. Nature captures everything else. As Nicole
Graham states, ‘The paradigm of nature/culture operates via the dichotomous logic of
anthropocentrism. Anthropocentrism divides the world into two categories: human beings
and ‘the rest’, then places humans at an imaginary centre of that world.’64 Anything outwith
the category of ‘human’, then, is reduced to a resource for human use and consumption.65
This ability to logically separate nature from culture – a ‘predominantly exclusive Western
paradigm’66 – stems from ‘instrumentalist rationality and the property-owning man [and]
has become a tool that legally creates human entitlements to the environment, that justifies

62

A Ross (no. 21) at p.299.
A Valtonen et al (no. 38) at p.2, referencing J Zylinksa, Minimal ethics for the Anthropocene (Open
Humanities Press, 2014).
64
N Graham (no.1) at p.27.
65
See A Valtonen et al (no. 38) at p.3. See also E Freyfogle, ‘Ethics, Community and Private Land’ (1996)
Ecology Law Quarterly, 23(4), at 644: ‘The land had instead become a warehouse of discrete resources, each
priced by how it could be exploited.’ See also G Monbiot, ‘The gift we should give to the living world? Time,
and
lots
of
it’
(2021)
The
Guardian
Newspaper,
available
at
<https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/aug/08/living-world-time-saplings-oak-slow-ecologyhabitats> (last accessed 09/08/2021) when discussing the need for ‘slow ecology’, Monbiot criticises such
terms as ‘natural capital accounting’ and ‘biodiversity net gain’, which treats ‘one habitat or feature as
exchangeable for another.’
66
L J Kotzé and D French (no. 27) at p.12.
63

17

and legitimises these entitlements, and that strengthens them through laying claims to the
environment and its benefits to human development.’67
Anthropocentrism, therefore, insists upon the mutual exclusivity of nature and culture.68
The tendency to separate nature from culture has allowed for the rationalisation of practices
which deepen the environmental crisis. However, this separation is neither realistic nor
sustainable. Valtonen and Rantala state that, ‘natural and cultural entangle in so many ways
that their separation must…be questioned, and novel formulations introduced.’69 Fiona
Mackenzie shares this view, arguing that we must look to disturb ‘the norm of nature as
external to the social,’ and look to ‘allow new ways of thinking critically and creatively
about how to move forward…’70
Many critical and creative approaches have been advocated which recognise humankind
existing among and as an integral part of ‘natural’ ecosystems.71 However, whilst there is a
need to bring paradigmatic understandings of nature and culture closer together, there is
also a need to recognise the contemporary place of humankind in this paradigm. The nature
and culture dualism is a human creation, and consequently the results – environmental
degradation, climate change, habitat and biodiversity destruction – are caused by humans.
There is now a clear responsibility incumbent upon humankind to produce solutions to the
problems we have caused. Peter Burdon argues that ‘human beings are unique and have
become a force of nature that is able to influence the geological development of the Earth
system.’72 Viewing humans as a unique force, able to manipulate Earth systems in this way,
is, arguably, an anthropocentric view. However, it insists upon the baseline acceptance that
we need to live within the Earth’s limits and that we are the only force capable of achieving
this. Therefore, anthropocentric approaches may persist, but to be ecologically sustainable
they must proceed with acceptance of this responsibility. Stewardship of land then exists
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for the sake of living within the Earth’s limits, rather than the preservation of resources for
human consumption.
The fact that prevailing interpretations of sustainable development are anthropocentric is
not surprising. However, as discussed above, whilst it is possible to view anthropocentric
and ecocentric approaches to sustainable development as diametrically opposed, one should
rather view both approaches as existing on a spectrum. Viewing sustainable development
as either anthropocentric or ecocentric is an approach informed by the nature/culture
dualism. Instead, appropriate interpretations of sustainable development would concern
themselves incorporate elements of both. Humankind is the cause of the environmental
crisis, and is also the solution.
The nature and culture dualism is also present in predominant conceptualisations of property
law frameworks in the West. Fundamentally, the nature/culture dualism has facilitated legal
norms which operate in ignorance of environmental destruction and which, consequently,
contribute to it. As Nicole Graham states, ‘the ongoing practice of property law depends
entirely on a very particular, instrumentalist value of the biosphere.’73 The instrumentalism
here is facilitated by a focus on individual ownership rights: if one can secure rights over
land then economic benefits can be extracted without any serious interferences. Economic
growth is the result of this instrumentalist approach and has been the consistent paradigm of
the last century. Growth has brought many benefits: technological advances; increased
quality of life for many in society; increased global communication and interconnectivity.
However, it is inherently unsustainable; antithetical to the ecocentric goal of living within
the Earth’s natural limits. The growth-orientated, instrumentalist view of nature as a resource
– a direct consequence of the nature/culture dualism – permeates sustainable development,
which has predominantly been engaged with on the anthropocentric end of an ontological
spectrum of understanding and approach.

3.2

The role of responsibilities in bridging the gap between
anthropocentrism and ecocentrism

N Graham (no. 1) at p. 23. See also Freyfogle (no. 65) at p.643: ‘For too many people, the challenge of
ownership became not how to live harmoniously and permanently with a chosen place, but how to exploit the
land for its maximum yield, how to maximize the present value of a resource flow, even if doing so exhausted
the land in a generation or two.’ He continues at p.648 to state that, ‘Nature does not observe our lines…If the
prime lesson of ecology is that of interconnection, property law has not yet learned it.’
73
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‘We have grown confused about the link between private ownership and
community ethics, and thus have trouble seeing how private property could be
brought in line with a new, ecologically informed land ethic.’74
The arguments so far presented highlight that humankind must take responsibility for nature.
However, the nature/culture dualism is deep rooted. It extends throughout the rules that
govern day-to-day life, and has a powerful interaction with property law. The nature/culture
dualism is exercised through law’s ability to ‘other’ through juridical legitimisation.75 The
legitimacy of such exclusionary power in the context of property law comes from the ability
to exercise strongly protected individual ownership rights. However, whilst the protection
of these rights can bring stability and security in growth, an approach which steadfastly
prioritises these rights, and by extension the importance of the individual, arguably leaves
no option except anthropocentric interpretations of sustainable development.
New interpretations must be considered in order to challenge the nature/culture paradigm
and better contribute to ecological sustainability. Such interpretations would ideally allow
for more ecocentric interpretations of sustainable development. It is possible that imposing
responsibilities on property ownership can lead to approaches which are informed as much
by ecocentrism as they are by anthropocentrism. Joseph Singer provides a compelling
alternative to a rights-based approach to property law. He suggests that there are two
prevailing worldviews of ownership in Western property law discourse. These constitute the
‘castle’ model, on the one hand, and the ‘investment’ model on the other.76 In the former,
Singer conjures the image of a feudal lord with complete dominion over his castle, with
which interferences must be robustly justified. In the latter, property is viewed as an
‘investment in a market economy,’ wherein an owner who has invested in their property
should be afforded the expectation to reap the rewards of that investment.77 Both of these
models subscribe to the idea that ownership is antithetical to wider obligations; it is instead
rooted in individual rights.78 Singer suggests an alternative model – the ‘citizenship model’
– which asserts that obligations are, in fact, inherent in ownership.79 Here, Singer highlights
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that the consequences of certain actions of an owner within their parcel of land 80 are often
not restricted solely to that land; they can have wider societal effects. Seen this way, property
laws are systemic and structural. They govern a finite resource and the allocation of that
resource.81
Critically, an approach such as the ‘citizenship model’ could represent a ‘novel
formulation’82 to question the current nature and culture paradigm and bridge the gap
between anthropocentric and ecocentric approaches to sustainable development. Currently,
property law operates, as Singer outlines, to protect the right of ownership above all else.
The rights of the landowner to exclude and to use the land as they see fit can be challenged,
but such interferences must be justified robustly. Land-use decisions can have deep impacts
both on human and non-human communities, and approach informed by responsibilities as
well as rights would recognise this. Land ownership could, therefore, be restricted from a
new angle; instead of rights pitted against other rights, a more holistic approach would factor
responsibilities into the equation. An ontological acceptance of a system of property law
which recognises obligations inherent in ownership can open up theoretical and practical
spaces for sustainable development to be interpreted with increasing ecocentrism.

3.3

How the structuring effects of property law resist the imposition of
responsibilities on ownership

If approaches to sustainable development, both in Scotland and further afield, remain tied to
anthropocentric norms, then it is important to assess whether new formulations, such as
incorporating responsibilities into ownership, are indeed possible. As discussed in this
chapter, there exists an inherent link between, on the one hand, the nature and culture dualism
and, on the other, the legal norms, including sustainable development, that determine
humankind’s relationship with the land. The fulcrum of this relationship is
anthropocentrism. It is more pertinent than ever, then, to find ways of integrating more
ecocentric approaches to sustainable development. Discussion earlier in this chapter
suggested that imposing responsibilities upon ownership is one way to challenge the
predominant nature/culture paradigm. However, the functioning of property law has deep,
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embedded roots; is it possible to successfully introduce responsibilities in this regard?
Property law has a profound, structuring effect on society. These structures are difficult to
break down; they fundamentally resist change as the status quo has been so successful in
facilitating growth. Therefore, it will inevitably resist new ‘novel formulations’, such as
those advocating for responsibilities and obligations as inherent in ownership.
Andre van der Walt introduces a challenge to what he terms the ‘rights paradigm’.83 This is
the ontological approach to property rights which insists upon a hierarchical structure in
which ownership sits atop, protected by deeply entrenched notions of individual rights.84
The effect of this paradigm is to paint property law, and particularly ownership, as a naturally
occurring, neutral and unchanging force. However, for Van der Walt, there is a paradox here.
The place of ownership in this hierarchical structure is insisted upon because it brings
stability and certainty, but reality dictates that it is, in fact, regularly impinged, albeit without
proper recognition that this is actually the case. Property law is inherently fluid. For Van der
Walt, the insistence on a legal fiction such as the rights paradigm renders property law unable
to adapt and react to a changing world. Instead, it serves largely to entrench and strengthen
the status quo. This leads to a schism in society between those who have strong ownership
rights and those who do not; the latter often being those in the ‘margins’ of society.85
Extending this logic, the rights paradigm marginalises not only human communities but also
non-human communities. The exclusionary ability of ownership has structural consequences
which extend beyond merely the protection of individual ownership rights for reasons of
economic stability and certainty.
At this point, it is important to temper the discussion insofar as it does not seek to suggest
that the concept of private property law is inherently bad or fundamentally unsuited to
ecocentrism. However, it is essential to highlight the shortcomings of prevailing Western
worldviews of property law in their ability to facilitate this effectively. Freyfogle highlights
this in discussing the link between property law and the economy:
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‘[the ability of property law] to encourage economic activity provides its mostcited social benefit. With reasonably secure rights owners have incentives to
develop and use lands in ways that create spill-over economic gains for the
community…Private property is legitimate because it promotes economic
growth.86
In this regard, property law’s functioning can and does lead to stability.87 Where property
rights are certain, there is transactional security. With this certainty comes economic growth.
Therefore, a common argument is that change should be tempered by, and exist within, a
protection of the status quo. This suggests that existing property rights are to be protected,
rather than challenged.88 Freyfogle explains, however, that this observation is ‘significantly
incomplete’.89 Property is more than simply a facilitator for economic development; land
use can profoundly affect both human and non-human communities, both positively and
negatively.90 Freyfogle gives two competing examples: on the one hand, intensive land
activity can significantly degrade the land itself;91 on the other he recognises that secure
property rights ‘can give an owner greater ability to act as steward of the land…’92 In the
context of sustainability, property law is a double-edged sword. The issue lies not in its
existence but rather in the way it is viewed and applied. Looking at Freyfogle’s second
example; secure legal rights can indeed empower an owner to act as steward of the land.
However, private property law would not impose any such obligations on the owner.
Considering Singer’s castle model, for example, the imposition of any obligation on
ownership would constitute a strong interference, justifiable only in the strongest terms.
Such stewardship could arise only from individual altruism, rather than being necessitated
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by the system itself.93 The structural effects of property law, in this regard, resist the
imposition of responsibilities in favour of certainty, stability, and growth.
However, this is problematic in our current age. As Van der Walt argues, ‘[l]aw, as a
protector of the security of vested and acquired rights and guarantor of the stability of the
system, is primarily backward-looking.’94 Sustainable development is inherently forward
looking, no matter whether it is wholly anthropocentric or ecocentric. An anthropocentric
approach advocates sustainability for human development and survival, and ecocentric
approaches insist upon living within the Earth’s resources. Both are forward looking and
require a system which encourages this. The nature/culture dualism, backed as it is by
property law, has created an environment inherently unsuited to ecological sustainability.
However, sustainability dictates that a more holistic approach, which includes ecocentric
sustainable development, must be considered.
The problem is that the prevailing paradigm of property law has rendered both itself and
other forces, such as sustainable development, largely static. As Earth systems struggle to
cope with the demands placed upon them by humankind, this is no longer sustainable. As
argued, property law has profound, structural effects. Yet, as Freyfogle argues, while
humankind’s understanding of the environment has grown more sophisticated over time,
private property norms have remained comparatively unchanged.95 If property law cannot
change then the structures in place to address environmental crises, including sustainable
development, will remain ineffective. As Freyfogle contends, one of property law’s most
cited benefits is economic stability and certainty. Property law will inherently resist change
because of its intended outcomes. Therefore, a structural change of approach to property
law, such as the imposition of responsibilities on ownership, is unsurprisingly resisted. As
argued, responsibilities imbued into property law relations can represent a fundamental
challenge to the nature/culture dualism. In turn, this can lead to the normalisation of
ecocentric approaches to sustainable development. However, the structural effects of
property law resist such change in order to cement growth. This is the central challenge of
an ecocentric approach to sustainable development.
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4.

Conclusion

This chapter has sought to outline debates relevant to this thesis which are related to the
achievement of ecological sustainability. Sustainable development has emerged as a key
framework in creating a more sustainable future. However, a global approach which remains
anthropocentric means that visions of sustainable development better equipped to tackle
phenomena such as climate change, which would incorporate ecocentrism to a greater extent,
remain in the fringes of global action. Instead, sustainable development has developed within
an anthropocentric framework, due to a continuing ontological separation of nature and
culture. Property law is inextricably bound in this debate. Deep-rooted protections for
individual ownership rights mean that any changes to that system are strongly resisted.
Approaches which could lead to the incorporation of ecocentrism, such as responsibilities in
ownership, are eschewed in order to protect outcomes of certainty and stability. These
outcomes have had many positive effects, but without counterbalances they are
fundamentally unsustainable as they work to entrench the nature/culture dualism.
The result is that sustainable development will continue to struggle to find its own, effective
voice. The frameworks in place resist approaches which facilitate more ecocentric
interpretations of sustainable development as these do not fit the paradigm of growth.
Anthropocentric sustainable development, which does not adequately challenge the
instrumentalisation of nature, may lead to the goal of living within the Earth’s natural limits.
However, doing so within a wider framework that fundamentally resists change means that
these approaches to sustainable development are handicapped, like running a race with a
weight strapped to one’s back. In the face of increasingly irreversible environmental
destruction, frameworks must exist that challenge the nature/culture dualism and advocate
the inclusion of ecocentric approaches.
In the next chapter, the contextual background to the community right to buy regime in
Scotland will be outlined and analysed more fully in the context of the theoretical debates
raised in this chapter.
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Chapter 2
Sustainable development policy and property law
in Scotland

1.

Introduction

Chapter 1 framed the discussion to suggest that sustainable development on a global scale,
as well as at a general policy level in Scotland, tends towards the anthropocentric end of the
anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum. In other words, concerns about the Earth’s ecological
survival are framed in human terms. It highlighted that anthropocentric interpretations do
not necessarily lead to inertia, but suggested that imbuing ecocentric interpretations will
more effectively lead to ecological sustainability. The underlying reasons for
anthropocentric interpretations have their roots in the nature/culture dualism. Chapter 1
outlined that novel formulations are required to challenge this paradigm, to find a more
appropriate approach within the anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum identified, principally
the incorporation of responsibilities into ownership. Chapter 1 concluded that the structuring
effects of property law render this type of formulation difficult because of its strong
protection of individual ownership rights.
Chapter 1 highlighted that Scotland’s wider sustainable development policy, based on the
SDG, tends toward the anthropocentric pole of the anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum.
Therefore, this chapter seeks to analyse whether this anthropocentrism is evident in policy
relating specifically to land use in Scotland. To do this, it will firstly provide context in
outlining that the nature/culture dualism is manifested in the concentration of ownership
patterns seen today in Scotland. This process has fostered a focus on individual ownership
rights, rather than responsibilities; an overtly anthropocentric outcome. This chapter will
then outline some of the recent policy responses to the Scottish ‘land question’, in particular
the introduction of the Land Use Strategy and the Land Rights and Responsibilities
Statement. This will highlight that responsibilities are beginning to play a larger role in land
use in Scotland, shifting the focus away from a purely anthropocentric approach to one with
elements of ecocentrism, but that traditional notions of ownership rights in Scotland remain
deep rooted and difficult to overcome. Finally, the statutory community rights to buy will be
introduced, in particular their incorporation of sustainable development, in order for a deeper
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evaluative exercise to be undertaken in Chapter 3 to identify their relationship with the
arguments outlined in Chapter 1, and whether they are capable of contributing to ecological
sustainability.

2.

Scotland’s land in the context of ecological sustainability
‘As the saying goes, ‘the thing about land is that they don’t make it any more.’’96

This section looks at Scotland’s concentrated ownership patterns and extremely unequal
population distribution. The section argues that historical factors, defined by the
nature/culture dualism and facilitated by the structuring effects of Scots property law, have
created a difficult environment for ecological sustainability.

2.1

The concentration of ownership in Scotland

Whilst much of Scotland’s land is often viewed with a vivid romanticism,97 the ‘wild’,
uninhabited beauty of much of Scotland’s land can be attributed to a rather turbulent history
resulting in patterns of landownership being severely concentrated in very few hands.98 This
has created what has been termed the ‘Scottish land question’99 This question stretches back
centuries,100 and a full historical examination is not possible within the confines of this
thesis. Nevertheless, even a brief insight uncovers evidence for the concentrated patterns of
ownership seen today. Following the Jacobite rebellion of 1745-6, individual claims of
ownership over former clan territory was an early indicator of the importance that property
rights were to play in the coming centuries.101 The Industrial Revolution then entrenched the
perceived importance of ownership rights, as greater potential for high earnings were to be
found in land and land values concomitantly increased. The Highland Clearances were
C Warren, Managing Scotland’s Environment (Edinburgh University Press, 2009) at p.45.
For example, see L Gairn, Ecology and Modern Scottish Literature (Edinburgh University Press, 2011) pp.34 for an insight into the relationship between Scotland’s natural environment and prose and poetry.
98
See Land Reform Review Group, The land of Scotland and the common good: report (Scottish Government
Environment and Forestry Directorate, 2014) at p.159.
99
See E A Cameron, ‘Still on the Agenda? The Strange Survival of the Scottish Land Question, 1880-1999’ in
M Combe, J Glass, A Tindley, Land Reform in Scotland: History, Law and Policy (Edinburgh University Press,
2020) at p.63.
100
For a greater insight into the history of the land question in Scotland see E A Cameron (no. 99); A Wightman,
The Poor Had No Lawyers: Who Owns Scotland And How They Got It (4th ed., Birlinn, 2015); and J Glass, M
F Price, C Warren, A Scott (eds.), Lairds, Land and Sustainability: Scottish Perspectives on Upland
Management (Edinburgh University Press, 2013) at pp.64-68.
101
J Glass et al (no.100) at p.63.
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inextricably bound in this, as land was cleared of people to make way for profitable sheep
farming.102 Throughout all of this has been the endurance of the Scottish ‘laird’; in other
words, large rural estates found throughout Scotland. Throughout the centuries these estates
have been remarkably robust in their ability to remain unbroken through family generations.
This has been, in large part, due to the prevalence of rules of primogeniture and entail.103
Since the Industrial Revolution, the popularity of the Scottish sporting estate has endured.104
Such estates, by their nature, require vast tracks of privately-owned, uninhabited and often
bare land. These factors result in the estimation that 50 per cent of Scotland’s privatelyowned land is held by just 432 owners.105 For some, this is a problem;106 with a common
argument that land in Scotland is not being used to benefit the communities that live there,
nor for the ecologies and habitats that could exist there.107

2.2

Scotland’s ‘land question’ as a representation of anthropocentrism

The patterns of ownership and population distribution in Scotland reveal that a focus on
ownership rights has contributed to a structural, anthropocentric view of land. Scottish
landowners generally do not find their right of ownership to be strongly impinged, rather the
opposite: the core terms of ownership in terms of Scots law are rights of usus, fructus and
abusus.108 In this regard, landowners are entitled to use the land, to reap the benefits therein
and to exercise their right of disposal with very little constraint. Over time, this has structural
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consequences. In Scotland, individuals have been able to take ownership of large swathes of
land and retain this land for generations.109 Their ownership rights, of usus, fructus and
abusus, have permitted land uses to largely remain unchecked and the wider system of
property law has acted to protect these rights. This is rooted in the separation of nature and
culture; a focus on ownerships rights over land has abstracted it from its physical reality,
becoming ‘no more than the ‘thing’ of the property relation.’110
Although private ownership can often be a ‘valuable, if not indispensable, component of the
social order and of economic flourishing,’111 where such ownership is concentrated in so few
hands, as it is in Scotland, there can be concomitant, structural impacts on human and nonhuman communities. For example, the social and ecological effects of the Highland
Clearances remain evident. Societally, the uneven distribution of Scotland’s population can
be traced directly to the Clearances, so too can the gradual decline of Gaelic culture.112
Ecologically, sheep grazing has a detrimental impact on vegetation, and consequently also
for animal communities and ecosystems.113 Other wide-scale land practices by landowners
in Scotland, such as sporting estates, also have profound ecological consequences that can
span generations.114
This is not to say that ownership of large estates is necessarily antithetical to positive
ecological outcomes. For example, in 2006, Danish billionaire Anders Holch Povlsen
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purchased the 42,000-acre Glenfeshie estate. Since then, he and his wife have acquired
around 220,000 acres over 12 Scottish estates, with the primary purpose of conservation and
re-wilding.115 There are clear positive outcomes for ecologies in this regard. In this regard,
the scale of ownership can have positive ecological outcomes. Where, as evidenced by
Povlsen, a single landowner controls a large amount of land, decisions can be taken over that
land without much compromise; where those decisions are ecologically positive then this
has clear environmental benefits. This extends beyond individual landowners, to community
landowners, NGO and charity landowners, and public landowners. This contrasts to more
fragmented ownership, in which such landscape-scale decisions are not possible;
fragmentation of landholdings and breaking-up of unified land management under a single
owner can have negative consequences for local ecologies as a result.116
Indeed, research by the Scottish Land Commission shows that there is a clear distinction
between scale and concentration, insofar as scale is not necessarily the primary ‘risk factor’,
but instead it is concentration of landholdings that presents risks.117 This is because
concentration of land means a concentration of power. Where land use decisions are made
in Scotland, often these decisions can have fundamental effects on human and non-human
communities because ownership is so concentrated in few hands. The historical changes to
land and the consequent patterns of ownership and population distribution have left an
anthropocentric legacy of rights in land rather than responsibilities. Furthermore, as
Scotland’s property law system demands only that ownership rights are respected, rather
than responsibilities, there is no incentive for land use which recognises the importance of
non-human ecologies. Such action must originate from the landowner themselves. The
emphasis on rights, rather than responsibilities, means that landowners and policymakers
struggle to find the appropriate balance on the anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum. 118 An
approach which does not recognise responsibilities in landownership, and which focuses

See BBC News, ‘Anders Povlsen: Why a Danish billionaire bought the Highlands’ available at
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only on rights, fails to find the balance between anthropocentrism and ecocentrism. Due to
the underlying rationale of the protection of ownership rights – market security and certainty
– approaches will inherently tend towards anthropocentrism.

3.

Land reform as a response to Scotland’s land question: land
policy and the community rights to buy

3.1

Land reform in Scotland

Land reform has arisen in Scotland as a response to the challenges presented by concentrated
land ownership. Scotland’s ‘land question’ has ‘remained in the bloodstream of Scottish
politics and in the cultural memory of Scotland.’119 It is pertinent at this point to outline what
land reform can look like, and the shape it takes in Scotland. Most land reform frameworks
seek to regulate the use and ownership of land, usually through legislative changes, in order
to address some kind of existing imbalance. On an international level, numerous definitions
of land reform have been presented. For example, the United Nations stated in 1962 that
‘…the ideal land reform programme is an integrated programme of measures designed to
eliminate obstacles to economic and social development arising out of defects in the agrarian
structure.’120 The World Bank has offered the definition that ‘…land reform is concerned
with changing the institutional structure governing man’s relationship with the land.’121
In Scotland, the Land Reform Review Group, established by the Scottish Government to
review land ownership patterns in Scotland, had within the explanation of its remit the
following statement:
The relationship between the land and the people of Scotland is fundamental to
the wellbeing, economic success, environmental sustainability and social justice
of the country. The structure of land ownership is a defining factor in that
relationship: it can facilitate and promote development, but it can also hinder it.
In recent years, various approaches to land reform, not least the expansion of
community ownership, have contributed positively to a more successful
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Scotland by assisting in the reduction of barriers to sustainable development, by
strengthening communities and by giving them a greater stake in their future.122
This statement shows the interpretation of land reform in the specific context of Scotland.
Further, the statement recognises that ownership has a significant impact on both human and
non-human communities. In Scotland, sustainable development has been identified as
explicit purpose of its land reform programme, and permeates land reform policy.
Community ownership is the principal legislative vehicle of land reform, taking the form of
statutory community rights to buy land.123 Sustainable development is a ‘primary
objective’124 of each form of statutory community rights to buy.

3.2

Scotland’s policy relating to sustainable development of land

The concept of sustainable development is central to Scotland’s land reform programme but,
as noted in Chapter 1, the interpretation of this concept is crucial in determining its
effectiveness and wider sustainable development policy in Scotland points to an
anthropocentric outlook. Therefore, this section will analyse certain policy documents
relating to the sustainable development of land in Scotland, in particular the Land Use
Strategy and the Land Rights and Responsibilities statement. It will evaluate these policy
documents, concluding that they include elements which tend towards an anthropocentric
outlook, still focused on growth, but also elements which incorporate ecocentric approaches.
However, it will highlight that such approaches remain voluntary, largely because the
structural effects of property law resist their legal imposition on ownership. The result is a
slow approach to ecological sustainability, which could be hastened by the inclusion of more
ecocentric approaches.
The discussion has so far outlines that concentrated landownership can fundamentally
impact human and non-human communities. In Scotland, ownership rights are paramount,
and responsibilities have little voice. This means that one of the outcomes of the ‘land
question’ – concentrated ownership patterns – are largely unregulated. Rights of usus,
fructus and abusus remain dominant. This is problematically anthropocentric and slows
progress in achieving ecological sustainability because it fails to appreciate the importance
of finding the balance between anthropocentric and ecocentric approaches. However, to what
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extent does policy relating to land use in Scotland attempt to address this? Where does it sit
on the anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum, and does it attempt to imbue responsibilities
into ownership?
Firstly, the Land Use Strategy125 delineates the Scottish Government’s long-term vision for
sustainable land use, and outlines objectives and policies for delivery. 126 The three key
objectives are as follows:
‘Land based businesses working with nature to contribute more to Scotland’s
prosperity.
Responsible stewardship of Scotland’s natural resources delivering more benefits
to Scotland’s people.
Urban and rural communities better connected to the land, with more people
enjoying the land and positively influencing land use.’127
Ross states that these objectives contextualise the Scottish Government’s approach to
sustainable development for land.128 This points to a more ecologically-focused outlook for
the sustainable development of land. For example, the Land Use Strategy explicitly
recognises the need for ‘a shift in the way we think about land’129 and that ‘all aspects of the
environment, including humans, are interrelated and should not be viewed in isolation.’130
This speaks to and attempt to overcome the nature/culture dualism, representing a marked
shift from the ‘sustainable growth’ approach advocated in the Economic Strategy,131 by
recognising the inherent connection between human and non-human communities. The Land
Use Strategy also adopts a landscapes-based angle of approach, encompassing different
landscapes in Scotland: settlements, farmland, semi-natural land, rivers and water bodies,
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coastal land, islands and marine areas.132 This suggests a holistic, contextualised approach to
the sustainable development of land which takes steps to recognise both the need to address
the nature/culture dualism as well as the need to live within the ecological limits of the Earth.
However, the Land Use Strategy arguably delivers mixed messages. Whilst advocating an
ecosystems approach and acknowledging the nature and culture dualism, it also promotes a
fairly anthropocentric vision of land use. The objective of contributing to ‘Scotland’s
prosperity’ points to an outlook more aligned with that of sustainable economic growth
within the Economic Strategy.133 Furthermore, although advocating a ‘shift in the way we
think about land,’ the language in the Land Use Strategy regularly commits to the trope that
land is primarily a resource. The Land Use Strategy states that the Scottish Government is
committed ‘to putting the environment at the heart of what we do,’134 but is clear that this is
intended primarily for the benefit of human communities only:
‘Scotland’s natural capital is our stock of natural assets…These natural assets
underpin many of the ecosystem services that our economy relies on…’135
There is an argument here that the Scottish Government are attempting to connect the three
pillars of sustainable development – social, economic and environmental – in defining
ecologies as natural capital which underpin Scotland’s economy, suggesting that there is a
synergetic relationship in this regard. However, it is reasonable to conclude that land
continues to be reduced to a resource.136 Therefore, the nature/culture dualism is present in
land use policy; there is a tension apparent between, on the one hand, advocating an
ecosystems approach which recognises the importance of environmental protection and
which views humans as part of their natural environment and, on the other, an
anthropocentric, economically-driven view of land. Therefore, whilst the Land Use Strategy
adopts certain ecocentric measures, it remains rooted in anthropocentric tropes of land-as-aresource.
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Another significant document regarding land and sustainable development is the Land Rights
and Responsibilities Statement (LRRS),137 published in 2017. It sets out principles to guide
land use and inform Government policy in Scotland. Section 1 of the Land Reform (Scotland)
Act 2016 Act required Scottish Ministers to produce the LRRS and, in so doing, have regard
for, inter alia, ‘promoting respect for, and observance of, relevant human rights’;138
‘promoting respect for internationally accepted principles and standards for responsible
practices in relation to land’; ‘increasing the diversity of land ownership’; and ‘furthering the
achievement of sustainable development in relation to land.’139 Therefore, the LRRS is useful
insofar as it provides insight into the Scottish Government’s vision of the sustainable
development of land.140
The true significance of the LRRS is in its promotion of the importance of responsibilities in
ownership of land. This suggests that, from the viewpoint of the Scottish Government,
obligations are inherent in ownership.141 It recognises that land reform is an evolving
concept,142 allowing space for iterative changes that can better achieve ecological
sustainability. It adopts an approach which mixes both ecocentric and anthropocentric tropes,
striking a balance with regard to sustainable development. The balance is particularly evident
in Principle 4 of the LRRS, which states:
‘The holders of land rights should exercise these rights in ways that take
account of their responsibilities to meet high standards of land ownership,
management and use. Acting as the stewards of Scotland’s land resource
for future generations they contribute to sustainable growth and a modern,
successful country.’
This Principle can be broken into two sections: one ecocentric and one anthropocentric. The
first section states boldly that, notwithstanding centuries of the dominance of the rights
paradigm in Scotland, in fact, responsibilities should be incorporated into land ownership,
management and use and humans should act as stewards of the land. The second section,
arguably, tempers this: whilst landowners should act as stewards and incorporate
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responsibilities, this is for future generations. It is to contribute to sustainable growth. This
echoes the tropes of wider sustainable development policy in Scotland outlined in Chapter 1,
of growth and sustainability for human benefit, rather than planetary survival. Such
anthropocentric tropes are utilised throughout the LRRS. For example, the land-as-a-resource
is a common trope in the LRRS; it states that ‘Scotland’s land is a resource for all of
Scotland’s people,’143 and the Economic Strategy, discussed in Chapter 1, is a common
reference point throughout the LRRS,144 suggesting that the vision is inherently tied to
notions of economic growth. Therefore, the tension apparent in the Land Use Strategy,
between an anthropocentric vision predicated on sustainable economic growth and a more
contextualised, environmentally informed view of sustainable development, also permeates
the LRRS.
The discussion above shows that both the Land Use Strategy and LRRS incorporate
ecocentric visions, which indicates a shift to imbuing more ecocentrism in the
anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum of sustainable development of land in Scotland.
However, these land policies remain largely tied to anthropocentrism, for example in notions
of growth as an ultimate goal, rather than living within ecological boundaries. As argued in
Chapter 1, whilst an anthropocentric approach to sustainable development can lead to
ecological sustainability, an approach which incorporates ecocentrism is more likely to
effectively lead to ecological sustainability at a time when it is urgently needed. These
policies show an openness to incorporating ecocentric approaches which can do this, but
remain tied to anthropocentric notions of economic growth.

The Land Use Strategy and LRRS both show conflict. Both documents show a willingness
from the Scottish Government to implement novel approaches, which can better find the
balance between anthropocentric and ecocentric approaches. However, the messaging is
confused, remaining tied too much to anthropocentrism. This is in part because of the
structuring effects of property law: the emphasis of individual ownership rights,
compounded over hundreds of years in Scotland, means that policy that attempts to highlight
the importance of responsibilities is tempered to a great extent. This is further highlighted
by the legal nature of these documents: they are voluntary. There is no legal requirement or
incentive to follow them. This highlights the difficulties in introducing novel formulations
that can better achieve ecological sustainability.
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Scottish Government (no. 137) at p.13.
Ibid. at pp.6, 14, and 15.
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3.3

The ‘sustainable development aspects’ of the CRB legislation

Although policy in relation to land is undoubtedly an important reference point for how
sustainable development is being interpreted at a governmental level in Scotland, many of
the changes to land ownership and use and, consequently, the sustainable development of
land, is carried out through legislative means. Regardless of notions of ‘atonement’ within
Scotland’s land question,145 the legislative and policy framework for land reform in Scotland
is predominantly forward-looking.146 It is not explicitly restitutionary in nature; instead it is
focused on the goal of sustainable development and uses community ownership as its
primary vehicle. In this regard, the CRB legislation contains multiple provisions relating to
aspects of sustainable development. Therefore, this section looks to outline what the
community rights to buy in Scotland (the CRB legislation) are, and the extent to which they
incorporate sustainable development, before Chapter 3 engages in a deeper evaluative
exercise assessing whether this overlapping of sustainable development and property law in
the CRB legislation is capable of facilitating ecological sustainability.

The Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 (the 2003 Act) conferred a right of first refusal to
purchase land for community bodies which have registered an interest in certain rural land
(the pre-emptive CRB), as well as right for crofting community bodies to actively force a
sale of croft land in certain prescribed circumstances (the crofting CRB).147 The Community
Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015 (the 2015 Act) and the Land Reform (Scotland) Act
2016 (the 2016 Act) were then subsequently implemented. The 2015 Act created a new
community right to compulsorily purchase land that is ‘wholly or mainly abandoned or
neglected’,148 or managed in such a way that is detrimental to a community’s ‘environmental
wellbeing’149 (the CRB abandoned, neglected or detrimental land). The 2016 Act formed the
final part of this legislative triptych, and created a new community right to compulsorily
purchase land for the purposes of furthering sustainable development (the CRB for
sustainable development).
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E A Cameron (no. 99) at p.109
A Ross (no. 7) at p.243 where she states that the ‘main emphasis of the LRSA 2003 was not about righting
any past wrongs…’
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Due to the complexities and specificities of crofting law in Scotland, this thesis will not consider the crofting
CRB further in this thesis.
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The Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 s.97C(2)(a).
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The Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 s.97(2)(b).
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The CRB legislation is underpinned by sustainable development in a number of different
ways. The 2003 and 2016 Acts state that community bodies will only qualify as such if
Scottish Ministers are satisfied that the main purpose of that community body is consistent
with furthering the achievement of sustainable development.150 With regard to the preemptive CRB, if a right has been registered in the Register of Community Interests in Land,
the community body cannot proceed to buy the land without further satisfying Scottish
Ministers that what it proposes to do with the land is compatible with furthering the
achievement of sustainable development.151

The CRB abandoned, neglected or detrimental land has certain ecocentric links. To qualify
as eligible land for this CRB, there are alternate tests: the land in question must either be
wholly or mainly abandoned or neglected (the ‘abandoned or neglected test’),152 or the use
or management of the land results in or causes harm, directly or indirectly, to the
environmental wellbeing of a relevant community (the ‘detrimental land test’).153 The
specifics of these tests are expanded upon in the Community Right to Buy (Abandoned,
Neglected or Detrimental Land) (Eligible Land, Regulators and Restrictions on Transfers
and Dealing) (Scotland) Regulations 2018 (the ‘2018 Regulations’). These provide matters
for Scottish Ministers to have regard to when considering either of the two tests under this
CRB, including specific environmental considerations. With regard to the abandoned or
neglected test, the 2018 Regulations outline that Scottish Ministers must be have regard to:
whether the physical condition of the land causes, or is likely to cause, environmental
harm;154 the designation or classification of the land, including whether it forms a nature
reserve or conservation site;155 and the extent to which the land is being held for conservation
purposes.156 For the detrimental land test, the 2018 Regulations expand on what Scottish
Ministers should have regard to in assessing environmental harm to a relevant community,
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The Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 ss.34(4), 71(4), 97D(6); the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2016
s.49(7).
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The Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 s.51(3)(c).
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Ibid. at s.97C(2)(a).
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Ibid. s.97C(2)(b).
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The Community Right to Buy (Abandoned, Neglected or Detrimental Land) (Eligible Land, Regulators and
Restrictions on Transfers and Dealing) (Scotland) Regulations 2018 reg.3(c)(iii). Reg.3(2) states that
‘environmental harm’ has the meaning given in s.17(2) of the Regulatory Reform (Scotland) Act 2014, which
includes harm to the health of human beings or other living organisms, harm to the quality of the environment
(including quality of air, water or land), offence to the senses of human beings, and damage to property.
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Ibid. reg.4(1).
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Ibid. reg.5(a)(ii). This Regulation also applies to considerations relating to the detrimental land test for CRB
abandoned, neglected or detrimental land, relating to whether the use of land causes harm to the environmental
wellbeing of a relevant community.
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including whether the use of the land constitutes a ‘statutory nuisance.’157 The inclusion of
specific environmental considerations in this regard can be seen to correlate closely with
ecocentric notions of sustainable development, particularly when considering the further
delineation of the abandoned and neglected test and detrimental land tests under the 2018
Regulations, which help to widen and contextualise these tests. If land is classified as being
abandoned and neglected or detrimental, then in making the decision to consent to the
transfer, Scottish Ministers must be satisfied that the exercise of the right to buy is
compatible with futhering the achievement of sustainable development in relation to the
land.158

The 2016 Act is perhaps the most obvious avenue for discussion in relation to notions
sustainable development. The CRB for sustainable development requires that the proposals
for the land must satisfy the ‘sustainable development conditions’ before the CRB can be
exercised.159 These include whether the transfer is likely to further the achievement of
sustainable development, whether it is in the public interest, whether the transfer might result
in significant benefit to the relevant community and, and that not granting consent is likely
to result in significant harm to the community.160 As will be expanded upon in Chapter 3,
the sustainable development conditions explicitly include public interest as a consideration.
This is in contrast to the 2003 Act which maintains a separation between public interest and
sustainable development. The cumulative effect of the substantive considerations for the
CRB for sustainable development is a more contextualised interpretive guide for matters of
sustainable development, entrenched in statute rather than left to policy.161

Fundamentally, the above discussion highlights that the CRB legislation is based upon
sustainable development. Any application by a community body to purchase land is
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Ibid. reg.6(1)(a). Reg.6(2) gives statutory nuisance the same definition as that in s.79(1) of the
Environmental Protection Act 1990, which includes matters such as contaminated water, dust and other
effluvia, fumes or gases, animals being kept on premises that are prejudicial to health or a nuisance, and noises.
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The Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 s.97H(1)(b)(ii). However, the CRB abandoned, neglected or
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ownership; s.97H(c) directs Scottish Ministers to also consider whether sustainable development would be
better furthered by the current owner staying in place.
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The sustainable development conditions are found in the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2016 s.56(2) or,
where the application is to buy a tenant’s interest, s.56(6)(a). Chapter 3 will analyse the sustainable
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2016 Act.
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inherently defined by sustainable development as it is based upon Scottish Ministerial
satisfaction that both the community body and the acquisition itself are capable of
contributing to the achievement of sustainable development. The sustainable development
aspects of the 2003 Act and 2016 Act are, in principle, wide enough to represent both
anthropocentric and ecocentric approaches. This last section has provided a descriptive
overview of the sustainable development aspects of the CRB legislation. However, crucially,
the CRB legislation does not provide explicit definitions for sustainable development. Given
that it is the key principle underpinning the CRB legislation, and considering the
anthropocentric tropes utilised in wider sustainable development policy and land use policy
in Scotland, it is important to assess what kind of sustainable development the CRB
legislation promotes to interrogate their ability to contribute to sustainability. Therefore, this
is the basis of the evaluation which will take place in Chapter 3.

4.

Conclusion

Scotland’s system of property law has had a tumultuous history. A strong right of ownership
has been retained as the backbone of its structure. This chapter argued that, structurally and
historically, the protection of ownership rights has contributed to the concentrated ownership
patterns that persist in Scotland today. In this regard, there are consequential effects for
Scottish communities, both human and non-human. Following Scottish devolution, policy
and legislation have attempted to address Scotland’s ‘land question’. This chapter outlined
recent land use policy in Scotland and argued that, whilst there are elements within the policy
documents that resonate with the achievement of ecological sustainability, in particular the
assertion that responsibilities must be exercised in landownership, the structuring effects of
property law in Scotland stymie their effectiveness, particularly insofar as they remain
voluntary documents. The result is a set of mixed messages, at times paradoxical, which
arguably do not contribute to the overall goal of ecological sustainability. The sustainable
development aspects of the CRB legislation were then delineated, highlighting the extent to
which sustainable development acts as the legislative driving force of the CRB legislation.
However, the question remains; in light of the mixed messages within wider sustainable
development and land use policy, and the lack of statutory definition of sustainable
development within the CRB legislation, what kind of sustainable development is being
promulgated by the CRB legislation? Crucially, what does this contribute to the achievement
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of sustainability in Scotland? Does it lead us any closer to living within the Earth’s ecological
limits?
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Chapter 3
The Community Rights to Buy in the spectrum of
anthropocentric and ecocentric approaches: their
ability to facilitate ecological sustainability

1.

Introduction

In order to tackle the numerous challenges of human-made environmental deterioration,162
it is clear that new approaches, which can lead to transformative change, are needed.163
However, there is an ongoing tension between stability and change, indeed ‘both are needed,
and in just the right amounts.’164 With regard to land, more insight is needed into the
relationship between sustainable development and property law. Among the many solutions
posited to combat environmental degradation and habitat loss, changes to property law
regimes do not tend to figure highly. Indeed, changes to property law are largely avoided
due to the prevailing notion that such changes will have a destabilising effect on markets
and, consequently, societies.165 In this regard, the CRB legislation is, in some respects,
radical in its approach, particularly in allowing for the compulsory taking of property in the
name of sustainable development. Chapter 2 highlighted the ‘sustainable development
aspects’ of the CRB legislation. Therefore, the purpose of this chapter is to evaluate what
kind of sustainable development is incorporated in the CRB legislation. It seeks to
interrogate where the CRB legislation exists within the anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum
outlined in Chapter 1. Does it follow wider sustainable development in Scotland in a largely
anthropocentric approach, or does it mirror land policy, such as the LRRS and Land Use
Policy, in imbuing more ecocentrism? Like land policy, is this incorporation of ecocentrism
tempered by the structuring effects of property law? In engaging in this evaluation, this
chapter will assess whether the CRB legislation is capable of contributing to the achievement
of ecological sustainability.
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See, for example, Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services,
Summary for Policymakers of the IPBES Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services
(2019). This outlines at 75% of the terrestrial environment and 66% of the marine environment are ‘severely
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Section 1 of this Chapter will analyse the ‘sustainable development aspects’ of the CRB
legislation in further detail, exploring where on the spectrum of anthropocentrism and
ecocentrism they sit. Section 2 will then assess this discussion in light of the structural effects
of property law in Scotland, looking at whether the emphasis on ownership rights stymies
the capacity of the CRB legislation to contribute to ecological sustainability. It will be argued
that, whilst the CRB legislation has the potential to function in a manner that supports
ecological sustainability, it is still too rooted in anthropocentrism. Scots property law
remains steeped in the nature/culture paradigm, entrenching notions of individual ownership
rights rather than responsibilities. As such, legislative measures such as the CRB legislation
only scratch the surface of the kind of transformative change needed to address this
paradigm. However, this chapter will conclude that the CRB legislation represents a kind of
‘prefigurative politics’:166 it is a forward-looking suite of legislation with sustainable
development at its core and may represent a form of incremental, cumulative change on the
path to ecological sustainability, particularly when viewed in tandem with other forwardlooking land policy such as the LRRS.

2.

Interpretation of the sustainable development aspects of the
Community Rights to Buy: their place on the
anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum

As Chapter 1 identified, sustainable development has increasingly featured as a response to
human-led changes to Earth systems. However, its elasticity can make it a difficult notion to
pin down. Interpretations, so far, in Scotland have tended towards anthropocentrism. Certain
documents, such as the LRRS, imbue ecocentrism, for example in the incorporation of
responsibilities in ownership. However, the structuring effects of property law preclude a
wholesale adoption of this approach in law. Therefore, this section seeks to highlight how
sustainable development has been incorporated into Scotland’s CRB legislation. It will
evaluate the ‘sustainable development aspects’ of the CRB legislation, introduced at the end
of Chapter 2, and analyse how Scottish Ministers, as the arbiters of CRB applications, are
interpreting these aspects. This will highlight that, similar to land use policy and sustainable

M Davies, L Godden, N Graham, ‘Situating Property within Habitat: Reintegrating Place, People and the
Law’ (2021) Journal of Law, Property and Society, 6, at p.33.
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development policy more widely in Scotland, the ‘sustainable development aspects’ of the
CRB legislation, whilst imbuing elements of ecocentrism, are largely anthropocentric.

2.1

The anthropocentrism (and ecocentrism) of the CRB legislation

2.1.1

Scotland’s fourth era of sustainable development

Sustainable development is a core principle of the CRB legislation, and the provisions are
some of the strongest sustainable development obligations in any UK statute.167 Chapter 2
provided an overview the ‘sustainable development aspects’ of the CRB legislation. It was
noted that the CRB legislation includes public interest tests,168 and the 2016 Act goes further
in explicitly including public interest as part of its sustainable development tests.169 The CRB
legislation has also made human rights, which ‘create conditions essential for sustainable
development’,170 a relevant consideration for Scottish Ministers in assessing CRB
applications.171 However, the fact remains that, whilst the legislation includes references to
sustainable development, public interest and adopts a human rights-based approach – all
factors which point to a positive, progressive, sustainable suite of legislation – analysis is
nonetheless worthwhile to assess the extent to where these sustainable development aspects
exist within the anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum identified in Chapter 1 and,
consequently, to test the capacity of the CRB legislation to deliver ecological sustainability.
Both Ross and Pillai argue that the first three ‘eras’ of sustainable development in Scotland
suffered from a schism between wider sustainable development policy and the guidance for

A Pillai, ‘Sustainable rural communities? A legal perspective on the community right to buy’ (2009) Land
Use Policy, 27, at p.898.
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For example, as part of the considerations of Scottish Ministers in deciding whether to allow a community
buyout to proceed: see Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 ss.51(d), 97H(1)(b)(i); Land Reform (Scotland) Act
2016 s.56(2)(b).
169
This will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.
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UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, ‘Advancing sustainable development through
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the pre-emptive CRB and crofting CRB (‘the original CRB’).172 As the 2003 Act173 did not
elaborate what sustainable development could mean in the context of community ownership,
Scottish Government guidance issued in this respect was extremely important in putting meat
on the bones of sustainable development in relation to land. However, instead of developing
in line with wider sustainable development policy, guidance for the original CRB developed
in a silo.174 According to Ross, the introduction of the CRB abandoned, neglected or
detrimental land and the CRB for sustainable development (the ‘new CRBs’) has heralded a
‘fourth era’ of sustainable development in relation to the CRB regime.175 This is because the
new CRBs take a more contextualised, bespoke approach to interpreting sustainable
development which ‘acknowledges and perhaps prioritises certain factors and recognises
how the tensions inherent in sustainable development are likely to play out in any given
context.’176
If this is indeed the case, to what extent does the CRB legislation follow an anthropocentric
approach? Can it be said that this bespoke approach enables the new CRBs to incorporate
ecocentric approaches to land use in Scotland? The remainder of this section will explore
some of the ‘sustainable development aspects’ aspects of the CRB legislation in light of these
questions. The statutory sustainable development conditions for the CRB for sustainable
development conditions will be evaluated in this light; then, this section will consider the
public interest tests in the CRB legislation; it will continue on to consider the human rightsbased approach of the CRB legislation; then it will consider the CRB abandoned, neglected
or detrimental land. This section will highlight the largely anthropocentric nature of the CRB
legislation, whilst recognising that there are aspects of ecocentrism present. This section will
conclude by analysing a recent decision by Scottish Ministers on an application based on the
CRB abandoned, neglected or detrimental land. It will assess how the sustainable
development aspects of the CRB legislation are being interpreted by Scottish Ministers,
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concluding that, whilst there are elements of ecocentrism present in the CRB legislation, the
outcome is largely anthropocentric.

2.1.2

The sustainable development conditions in the 2016 Act

The 2016 Act introduced the most radical CRB to date. The CRB for sustainable
development can trigger the compulsory transfer of property to a properly constituted
community body specifically for the purposes of sustainable development. The requirements
to be met for this are stringent. What is significant is the inclusion of more detailed
interpretive statutory provisions relating to sustainable development.177 In this regard,
Section 56(1)(a) of the 2016 Act requires that Scottish Ministers are not to consent to an
application unless they are satisfied that the statutory ‘sustainable development conditions’
are met. These are worth quoting in full:
‘(a) the transfer of land is likely to further the achievement of sustainable
development in relation to the land,
(b) the transfer of land is in the public interest,
(c) the transfer of land –
i.

is likely to result in significant benefit to the relevant
community…and

ii.

is the only practicable, or most practicable, way of achieving that
significant benefit, and

iii.

not granting consent to the transfer of land is likely to result in harm
to that community.’178

This is the first instance in the CRB legislation that an explicit expansion of a vision of
sustainable development has been committed to statute. The legislation has not been in force
for much time,179 so it remains to be seen how this may be further interpreted in Scottish
Ministers’ decisions. There are further interpretive guides within the 2016 Act: the third
condition, regarding ‘significant benefit to the relevant community’, is expanded upon in

Ross compares this with the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003, ‘where the definition and interpretation of
sustainable development has…been left to policy and guidance…’: A Ross (no. 7) at p.254.
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section 56(12) which states that, in deciding what constitutes significant benefit, Scottish
Ministers must consider:
(a) economic development,
(b) regeneration,
(c) public health,
(d) social wellbeing, and
(e) environmental wellbeing.
The fact that Ministers must consider these elements shows that these factors figure highly
in sustainable development considerations.
However, whilst the overall functioning of this CRB is radical, particularly when compared
to the first CRB in the 2003 Act, the language remains similar to much of that in sustainable
development policy in Scotland in that it adopts primarily anthropocentric tropes. Although
these conditions ‘differ significantly from the Scottish Government’s goal of increasing
sustainable economic growth’180 and provide a more contextualised approach to sustainable
development in relation to land181 which explicitly includes environmental considerations,
they are predicated on benefit to human communities only. Where the environment does
figure, it does so to a minimal extent. As Combe states, although ‘environmental wellbeing’
is included as a consideration for Scottish Ministers, ‘it is not of central importance: in fact,
it only features at the end of a very onerous process that communities might find it difficult
to get through.’182 The context for its inclusion is as a consideration of what constitutes
benefit to a human community. Therefore, it is apparent that there are hints of ecocentrism
in this CRB: the link to environmental wellbeing means that ecological considerations are
explicitly tied into a statutory test. However, the kind of sustainable development envisaged
by the sustainable development conditions remains tied to anthropocentrism.

2.1.3

Public interest and sustainable development

Public interest has featured as a consideration for Scottish Ministers in CRB applications
since their inception. It is a wide, multifaceted term, and it is not the purpose of this chapter
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to review it in detail. However, its relationship with sustainable development within the ambit
of the CRB legislation gives interesting insight into the place of the CRB legislation on the
anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum.
Public interest in the 2003 Act is included as a separate test from sustainable development in
the CRB matrix. However, the 2016 Act goes further, and explicitly includes public interest
as a factor to be considered within the wider sustainable development considerations.183
However, if public interest is a factor that Scottish Ministers must consider under the 2003
Act in any event, what difference does it make to include it under the banner of sustainable
development in the 2016 Act? For Ross, this is a symbolic change, as ‘sustainable
development by definition must be in the public interest.’184
Although there is symbolic significance in expressly including public interest into the
sustainable development test in the 2016 Act, the interpretive difficulties remain for all
CRBs: what is the public interest in this regard? The guidance for the pre-emptive CRB
fleshes out possible considerations of public interest and makes specific mention of
environmental concerns. For example, it states that that a community body should consider
and show that possible benefits to the community as a whole do not outweigh certain
disadvantages to the wider community, the environment, the economy or to private
interests.185 Again, the guidance states that community bodies ‘should consider the
environmental, social, economic and other benefits that will be brought about.’186 There is
no doubt public interest in addressing environmental degradation and including non-human
communities in considering land use and management, but such explicit reasoning is not to
be found in the CRB legislation. The 2016 Act incorporates the public interest as an explicit
test for sustainable development, but goes no further in fleshing out what the ‘public interest’
could be.
Public interest tends to be a term which is left undefined, precisely because ‘public interest’
is not static. It shifts with social, economic and environmental changes. Therefore, it is
possible that the ‘public interest’ could incorporate ecocentrism. Scottish Ministers might
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regard an application to be in the public interest if it has ecological benefits, or contributes
to climate change mitigation, for example. However, given that the sustainable development
policy backdrop in Scotland is one which takes a rather anthropocentric stance, insofar as
environmental protection is incorporated largely to ensure the development of human
communities only, an approach to ‘public interest’ which takes a more ecocentric approach
seems some way off.

2.1.4

Rights-based approach in the CRB legislation

An additional approach to sustainable development within the CRB legislation the
consideration of human rights. Both the 2003 Act and the 2016 Act provide that, when
assessing a CRB application, Scottish Ministers must have regard to human rights.187 Whilst
technically a separate consideration from specific sustainable development provisions within
the CRB legislation, this rights-based approach permeates any decision-making under the
CRB legislation, and therefore inevitably there will be intersection between human rights
and sustainable development.
Coupled with considerations of public interest, this rights-based approach places the
decision-making process for CRBs on anthropocentric footing.188 Indeed, such rights-based
approaches do ‘little to challenge anthropocentric and individuated interests in land.’189
Human rights are, by their nature, anthropocentric. Indeed, even the incorporation of wider
human rights concerns under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights within the 2016 Act does little to change this fact.190 However, as discussed in
Chapter 1, anthropocentric concerns are not mutually exclusive to ecological concerns: the
two are connected. Anthropocentric sustainable development does not preclude ecological
sustainability. That goal can be reached, even if it is done for the good of humans rather than
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for the sake of planetary protection itself; human rights-based approaches can act as a
‘potential pathway towards locating property within human-nonhuman communities.’191
Nevertheless, as argued in Chapter 1, whilst anthropocentric approaches can lead to
ecological sustainability, the incorporation of ecocentrism will allow that goal to be reached
more directly, at a time when it is needed urgently. Against the sustainable development
policy in Scotland, and among the sustainable development aspects of the CRB already
outlined, the incorporation of human rights does little to imbue ecocentrism into the CRB.

2.1.5

The Community Right to Buy Abandoned, Neglected or Detrimental
Land: ecocentric or anthropocentric?

The CRB abandoned, neglected or detrimental land relates either to land which is wholly or
mainly abandoned or neglected (the ‘abandoned or neglected test’) or land where the use or
management of is such that it results in or causes harm to the environmental wellbeing of a
relevant community (the ‘detrimental land test’).192 This CRB, whilst arguably convoluted
and difficult to navigate, offers a useful barometer of where the CRB legislation sits within
the anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum of sustainable development, due to its direct link
with environmental considerations.
The Community Right to Buy (Abandoned, Neglected or Detrimental Land) (Eligible Land,
Regulators and Restrictions on Transfers and Dealing) (Scotland) Regulations 2018 expand
on what Scottish Ministers must have regard to when considering an application under the
abandoned or neglected test,193 as well as what Scottish Ministers should have regard to in
assessing the detrimental land test.194 The wording of ‘environmental wellbeing’ within the
detrimental land test is the same as that employed in section 56(12) of the 2016 Act, when
Scottish Ministers are considering applications for the CRB for sustainable development.
However, the CRB abandoned, neglected or detrimental land fleshes out the concept to a
greater extent. For example, when considering detrimental land, section 97C(3)(a) outlines
that ‘harm’ within that test includes ‘harm the environmental effects of which have an
adverse effect on the lives of persons comprising the relevant community…’ Furthermore,
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when considering the physical condition of the land in relation to considerations of
abandoned or neglected land, ‘environmental harm’ is to be considered within the meaning
of section 17(2) of the Regulatory Reform (Scotland) Act 2014195 as ‘harm to the health of
human being or other living organisms, harm to the quality of the environment, offence to
the senses of human beings...or other legitimate uses of the environment.’
For a community right to buy which seeks to bring abandoned or detrimental land back into
reuse, ecological regeneration features very little. Generally, considerations for this CRB
remain situated within a largely anthropocentric framework. This follows the pattern of much
of the ‘sustainable development aspects’ of both the 2003 Act and 2016 Act; whilst
environmental considerations are taken into consideration as part of the decision-making
process, such considerations are largely anthropocentric in their primary consideration of
what the environmental effects are on human communities. In order for this CRB to be
successful, any environmental concern would likely have to demonstrate some impact on
human communities. Even where further interpretive guides are given, either in guidance or
in the legislation itself, these frame relevant environmental considerations as those which
have effects predominantly on human communities only,196 tending towards an
anthropocentric view of land.197 Nevertheless, whilst the general outlook of this CRB is
anthropocentric, the cumulative effect of these environmental tests is the hint of an approach
which more readily considers ecocentric concerns. This is evident in the regard to be had to
the health of ‘other living organisms’, and to the ‘quality of the environment’ as
considerations that Scottish Ministers should have regard to when considering
‘environmental harm’ in a detrimental land test.
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The Community Right to Buy (Abandoned, Neglected or Detrimental Land) (Eligible Land, Regulators and
Restrictions on Transfers and Dealing) (Scotland) Regulations 2018, reg. 3.
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Malcolm Combe quotes the Official Report of the Scottish Parliament from proceedings at Stage 3 of the
Bill, which outlines that when debating the term ‘environmental wellbeing’ the relevant Scottish Minister stated
that the term is broader than simply harm to the physical condition of the community; it also can incorporate
harm to the ‘amenity of the community,’ for example the aesthetic of an area: see M Combe (no. 182) at p.122.
This suggests that, although attempting to maintain a broad ambit for ‘environmental wellbeing’, the term
‘wellbeing’ does not reach beyond the wellbeing of human communities.
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For example, looking to the guidance for the CRB abandoned, neglected or detrimental land, it states that
the ‘main purpose’ of this CRB is to bring such land ‘back into productive use,’ (emphasis added) where that
land ‘will remain a resource which benefits your community as a whole.’ See Scottish Government, Community
Right to Buy Abandoned, Neglected or Detrimental Land: Guidance for applications (2018) at p.51. Again,
here we are faced with the land-as-resource trope which seems at odds with ecological sustainability, but which
echoes much of CRB policy and legislative provisions so far.
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2.1.6

The Helensburgh Community Woodlands Group application: How is
sustainable development being interpreted within the CRB regime?

If the preceding discussion outlines that both policy and the CRB legislation present a fairly
anthropocentric outlook, but which is increasingly incorporating ecocentric approaches, then
it is beneficial to assess how Scottish Ministers are interpreting the sustainable development
aspects of the CRB in practice. In other words, does the approach of Scottish Ministers
suggest a similar anthropocentric approach? The recent decision on the application by
Helensburgh Community Woodlands Group (‘HCWG’) to exercise the CRB abandoned,
neglected or detrimental land198 suggests that it does.199
HCWG wished to trigger the CRB to compulsorily purchase a plot of ground, designated as
an Open Space Protection Area and under a Tree Preservation Order, which it argued was
‘abandoned or neglected’ under the ambit of the 2003 Act.200 Ultimately HCWG were
unsuccessful on four separate grounds. Firstly, the land was not found to be ‘abandoned or
neglected’ under the auspice of the 2003 Act and therefore was not ‘eligible land’.201
Secondly, the transfer was not found to be in the public interest as HCWG failed to show a
sufficient need of the community for the land.202 The third and fourth grounds for refusal are
the subject of focus for this section and give insight into how sustainable development policy
and legislation is being interpreted at ministerial level. In relation to sustainable
development, HCWG failed to show that the exercise of the CRB was compatible with
furthering the achievement of sustainable development in relation to land under section
97H(1)(b)(ii) of the 2003 Act,203 and failed to satisfy Scottish Ministers that the achievement
of sustainable development in relation to the land would be unlikely to be furthered by the
current owner retaining ownership under section 97H(1)(c) of the 2003 Act.204 In relation to
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the latter two grounds, HCWG referred to the UK’s Shared Framework for Sustainable
Development205 and to the Sustainable Development Goals206 in its conceptualisation of
sustainable development. However, Scottish Ministers rejected these arguments, stating that
whilst HCWG’s ‘goals are admiral and could benefit all of the community,’ HCWG failed
to provide a fully costed plan which outlined the financial viability of the project.207
Whilst it is true that the ‘lack of a business plan and risk assessment highlights that the
community body may not have considered the issues that could arise through acquisition,’208
the decision by the Scottish Ministers to deal exclusively with this concern, rather than
balancing any environmental or social aspects of the application against economic
considerations, places the reasoning on anthropocentric footing, particularly in light of the
progressive ecological aspects in policy documents such as the Land Use Strategy and
LRRS.209 The Scottish Ministers were also not convinced that the achievement of sustainable
development would be unlikely to be furthered by the owner of the land continuing in place.
This is because the owners had shown a willingness to engage with the community regarding
the implementation of a land management plan, and Scottish Ministers stated that they
should be given time to implement this.210 This is perhaps symptomatic of a cautious
approach from Scottish Ministers, enabling a low threshold to be met for the second test in
this regard; in this case, simply suggesting that they intend to address the issues and work
with the community body was enough.
This approach by the Scottish Ministers points to an anthropocentric interpretation of
sustainable development. It places a strong emphasis on the individual ownership rights of
Indeed, HCWG’s application referenced Scottish Planning Policy, which it stated ‘confirms the
Government’s continued support for the…guiding principles…set out in the UK’s Shared Framework for
Sustainable Development.’ See Application by Helensburgh Community Woodlands Group for Consent to
Exercise Right to Buy Land at South of Cumberland Avenue, Helensburgh, G84 81P (9 December 2019),
response to question 8.2, Appendix 28 (‘Helensburgh Application’). The Shared Framework is no longer in
force and was replaced by the Economic Strategy. This is now reflected in the most recent Scottish Planning
Policy, updated in December 2020. See Scottish Government, Scottish Planning Policy (2020).
206
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Development (2015). Specifically, HCWG referred to five goals: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being
for all at all ages; Quality education; Make cities inclusive, safe resilient and sustainable; Take urgent action
to combat climate change and its impacts; and Life on land. See Helensburgh Application (no. 205) at appendix
28-32.
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the existing landowner,211 and did not engage fully with the potential ecological impacts that
the CRB may have had. However, this is indicative of the approach of the CRB legislation
and wider sustainable development policy in Scotland. It imbues certain characteristics of
ecocentrism, but in most instances only to a superficial extent. It highlights that, within the
spectrum of anthropocentric/ecocentric approaches to sustainable development, the
interpretation of CRB applications by Scottish Ministers tends fairly strongly towards
anthropocentrism, due in large part to the structuring effect of property law which prioritises
individual ownership rights. For example, the Scottish Ministers did not engage to a great
extent with the National Performance Framework, even where the application strongly
referenced the SDG. No reference was made to the LRRS to highlight the responsibilities
that are incumbent on landowners, which appears to be a missed opportunity. What this
suggests is that the approach to the CRB is not as aligned as it could be with wider land use
and sustainable development policy in Scotland. This leaves the ecocentric elements of
documents like the Land Use Strategy and LRRS largely isolated, and an approach to the
CRB legislation to develop on an anthropocentric footing. However, CRB decisions are
made on a case-by-case basis, and this may not be indicative of an overall ministerial
approach; only time will tell.

2.2

A tentative middle ground

This section argued that purely anthropocentric interpretations of sustainable development
are unlikely to further ecological sustainability, whereas interpretations which also
incorporate ecocentric considerations, for example the effects of land on non-human
communities and ecologies in addition to human communities, would better contribute to
ecological sustainability. The ‘fourth era’ of sustainable development,212 marked by the
introduction of the CRB abandoned, neglected or detrimental land and the CRB for
sustainable development, is predicated on a more contextualised approach, where more
detail is afforded to defining sustainable development in binding legislative provisions and
affording more potential for ecocentric approaches to be incorporated within the CRB
legislation. Nevertheless, it appears that many of the tests that relate to sustainable
development in the CRB legislation display a similar anthropocentrism to the wider
sustainable development policy in Scotland outlined in Chapter 1, particularly when
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considering environmental factors: where more ecocentric considerations are forthcoming,
they arise only where human communities may be affected. The Helensburgh Decision,
whilst not a judicial decision and hence not binding, underlines this view. The question then
arises, why does the CRB legislation struggle to effectively incorporate ecocentric views?

3

The CRB regime and ecological sustainability

It is becoming clearer that major systemic changes are needed to meet current and future
challenges to Earth systems. Ecological sustainability is a fundamental goal in this regard.
Sustainable development has arisen as a key driver of change in Scotland, particularly in the
CRB regime. However, as the discussion above has argued, there is a risk that it becomes an
empty vessel as a result of growth-orientated, wholly anthropocentric interpretations.
Therefore, the question of why there is an apparent resistance to more ecocentric
interpretations of sustainable development is important to investigate.

3.1

Property and ecology: Challenging the rights paradigm?

As discussed in Chapter 1, property law has structural effects which affects both human and
non-human communities. Western property law norms have largely separated these
communities, entrenching the nature/culture dualism, allowing for land to be viewed
primarily as a resource.213 In Scotland, property law has facilitated events with deep
historical significance, such as the Highland Clearances, and has promulgated Scotland’s
concentrated ownership patterns which continue to this day. The ‘mainstream conceptual
structure’ of property law also pervades policy choices, legislative provisions and decisionmaking at governmental level.214

N Graham (no. 110) at pp.96-97. Graham explains that the ‘physical specificity’ of what is owned is
removed from consideration in property law; land is then reduced to a resource. As she states ‘[a]bstraction
thus makes possible entitlement to property that, untied from its physicality and the sustainability of its uses
over time, furnishes the basis of its ongoing alienability, and the exclusion of all others to its benefits or profits.’
Therefore, as private property rights become more important to economic success, as a corollary so does the
protection of ownership. This view is, for Graham, environmentally unsustainable and presents
‘insurmountable obstacles to the objectives of environmental law.’
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Such property law norms extend well beyond state-led practices, too. They are evident in the ‘everyday’: as
Davies, Godden and Graham argue, this ‘mainstream conceptual structure of property is reinforced in a variety
of property law doctrines and rules and is manifested in everyday practices.’ See Davies et al (no. 166) at p.33.
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Although systemic protection of ownership rights has deep structural effects, there is no
doubt that ownership is still important. Its core goals of security and certainty have allowed
many to achieve economic prosperity and independence.215 Secure rights in property can
also maintain better stewardship of land and help to achieve conservation goals.216 However,
new realities, such as the deepening climate crisis, the loss of biodiversity and habitat
destruction necessitate a less monochromatic approach. Property law has a strong role to
play in the achievement of ecological sustainability, but it must evolve to meet the ecological
we are increasingly faced with, rather than perpetuate them, in order to remain morally
justified.217 Freyfogle argues that ‘property law always conveys messages to people about
the land itself, about how they should perceive it, and about how private owners fit into it.’218
The typical goals of private property norms – economic stability and certainty – are being
significantly challenged in the face of these ecological challenges. Freyfogle states that ‘a
more ecological image [of land ownership and use] is very much needed…[which] would
portray nature’s parts as interrelated, with their values visibly dependent on the healthfulness
of the links between…them.’219
Adaptation of approaches to land are needed, in this regard. Incorporating responsibilities
into ownership is one such approach. Indeed, it is explicitly advocated by the LRRS. This
assertion, in itself, presents a strong suggestion of an ecocentric approach.220 However, the
structural effects of property law in Scotland stymie the effectiveness of this approach: its
protection of individual ownership rights mean that responsibilities in land are difficult to
impose legally, thus the LRRS remains voluntary. Sustainable development is undoubtedly
part of the adaptation of property law, but conceptualisations of sustainable development
215
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have remained predominantly anthropocentric, with only smatterings of ecocentrism
appearing within approaches. Ecological sustainability as a legal principle221 seems some
distance away. However, change is inevitable in any system.222 Property law is not static,
nor has it ever been.223 Of course, achieving change easier said than done; property law
norms are deeply entrenched and the prevailing rights paradigm which operates in Western
jurisdictions renders alternatives difficult – although necessary – to justify in the face of
security and certainty.224 Van der Walt argues that, even when morally legitimate, change
can be resisted ‘by requiring clear and unambiguous authority for it and, once the authority
to change has been demonstrated, by reading it so restrictively so as to limit the change to
the minimum that is clearly required and authorised and that would cause the smallest
possible harm or loss to existing rights.’225 This kind of restricted application represents a
tension between the need for stability and the need for change. This approach is evident from
the discussion in this thesis regarding the mixed messages within sustainable development,
land policy and the CRB legislation in Scotland, which remain on the anthropocentric side
of the anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum identified in Chapter 1.

3.2

Opening up possibilities through the CRB legislation

Chapter 1 argued that, to challenge the nature/culture dualism, new formulations are needed
in property law and sustainable development frameworks. These formulations could
integrate more ecocentric values into the approaches taken within these frameworks. The
CRB legislation appears to have the potential to represent such a new formulation,
particularly when viewed in tandem with approaches to land policy such as the Land Use
Strategy and LRRS.
Looking again to the Helensburgh Decision, Robbie argues that it is possible to view this as
an example of two competing visions of ownership rights: on the one hand, the view that
land is primarily a financial investment, and on the other hand, a more holistic, value-driven
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view of land.226 It is arguable that the dominant rights paradigm in Scotland led to a narrower
approach by Ministers, particularly when considering the looming possibility of a challenge
under Article 1 Protocol 1 (A1P1) of the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR).227
However, the narrow approach of Scottish Ministers is not necessarily a prescribed one. The
alternative, holistic vision of land ownership in relation to the Helensburgh Decision, as
highlighted by Robbie, is perhaps not unattainable under the CRB regime. As McCarthy
argues, a challenge under A1P1 is not as likely as it is often made out to be.228 As she states,
the view of A1P1 as an ‘obstacle to reform, relies on a ‘castle model’-type conceptualisation
of ownership in which obligations on owners are alien.’229 McCarthy states that this
conceptualisation is not supported by relevant case law, ‘in which the highly limited scope
of A1P1 challenges to date has resulted in minimal restriction on the ongoing land reform
programme.’230 Therefore, both Robbie and McCarthy argue that the CRB legislation tends
to be viewed very narrowly because of the dominant position that ownership rights hold in
Scotland. Both writers critique the basic principle that obligations are not inherent in
ownership. This basic principle is apparent in the above discussion regarding the
Helensburgh Decision where the Scottish Ministers largely focused on the financial viability
of the transfer. This is not, necessarily, the ‘wrong’ approach, but it exemplifies the
manifestation of the rights paradigm in Scotland: ownership is fervently protected, even in
the face of more holistic, progressive policy and legislation. This kind of approach could
more easily imbue ecocentric concerns and lead law and policymakers to a more appropriate
point in the anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum of sustainable development.
However, at a fundamental level, the CRB legislation may represent a challenge to notions
of ownership in Scotland. Not only can it deprive current owners of land, but it regulates the
nature of ownership that a community body may enjoy in the event of a successful
application. For example, the requirement for each CRB that a community body’s aims must
be consistent with furthering the achievement of sustainable development fundamentally

226

J Robbie (no. 199) at pp.352-353.
Article 1 Protocol 1 provides for the protection of private property as a human right. It states that every
‘natural or legal person is entitled to the peaceful enjoyment of his possessions. No one shall be deprived of
his possessions except in the public interest and subject to the conditions provided for by law and the general
principles of international law.’ Therefore, it provides for strong protections of ownership rights subject only
to legitimate interferences.
228
F McCarthy (no. 81) at pp.232-234. At p.234 McCarthy refers to the jurisprudence of the European Court
of Human Rights, in which ‘obligations inherent in ownership are clearly recognised.’
229
Ibid. at p.234. McCarthy here is referring to Singer’s ‘castle model’ of ownership, which was discussed in
Chapter 1 of this thesis. See J W Singer (no. 76) at p.314.
230
Ibid. at pp. 221-227. Salvesen v Riddell [2013] UKSC 22 arguably fuelled this approach, but McCarthy
argues that its scope is limited to its very specific facts. Again, in Pairc Crofters Ltd v Scottish Ministers [2012]
CSIH 96, the challenge that this case represents is very limited in scope and was ultimately unsuccessful so
provides no precedent for A1P1 challenges.
227

58

changes and restricts the exercise of ownership for the purposes of sustainable development.
The 2016 Act goes even further in this regard with the sustainable development conditions.
Therefore, the CRB legislation is, from the very beginning of the process, requiring
ownership to be consistent with sustainable development in Scotland. This challenges typical
notions of ownership by predicating its very existence on the furtherance of some other goal
– in this instance sustainable development. As Fiona Mackenzie argues, the process of
‘normalisation’ operates to justify a certain practice, where that practice is engaged with
repeatedly over time.231 In other words, prevailing norms exist because of their entrenchment
through the ‘doing’ of that norm. However, as Mackenzie points out, new possibilities can
be opened up where these norms are ‘undone’.232 This undoing can occur through new ideas
or methods which disturb prevailing norms. Mackenzie argues that community ownership is
one such method, which acts to trouble the binary of nature/culture, which has become
‘normalised’ through the functioning of property law. Mackenzie’s discussion of community
ownership is perhaps wider than the focus of this thesis, which is on the legislative
community rights to buy. 233 In this regard, it is possible to view the CRB legislation as
challenging traditional aspects of private ownership rights by diminishing, firstly, the
perceived importance of individual ownership rights, as well as in its incorporation of
sustainable development. Taken in tandem with other land use policy in Scotland, for
example the Land Use Strategy and the LRRS, which strongly suggest support from the
Scottish Government for new approaches such as incorporating responsibilities in
ownership, the overall approach to land reform in Scotland shows a move towards
incorporating more ecocentrism.
Of course, as discussed, the conceptualisation of sustainable development in Scotland
remains rooted in anthropocentrism, and the resistance to change in the property law regime
is consistently strong, but the argument stands nonetheless that the possibility of progressive
change is opened up by the CRB legislation restricting ownership in favour of sustainable
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development.234 It shows a willingness to incorporate more ecocentric values into the
regulation of landownership and use in Scotland, particularly when viewed in light of recent
land policy such as the LRRS, which looks to incorporate responsibilities into
landownership. In this regard, it is possible to view the inertia in the achievement of
ecological sustainability as cyclical: protection of ownership is entrenched and thus impedes
ecocentric approaches to sustainable development in favour of short-term solutions
predicated on economic growth, such as ‘sustainable growth’, but a break in the chain such
as the CRB legislation may be the catalyst for further incremental, progressive change which
actively incorporates ecocentric approaches.
This is tempered, however, insofar as the CRB legislation on its own is unlikely to lead to
the achievement of sustainability in relation to land. Similar changes, including the adoption
of sustainable development as a core legal principle, strengthened by consistent messaging,
would be required across the legislative and policy spectrum.235 Indeed, certain land use
policy documents in Scotland, such as the Land Use Strategy and LRRS, are showing a
willingness from policymakers to imbue more holistic, ecocentric approaches to land.
However, in order to address increasing environmental degradation, ecocentric approaches
would need to form a more fundamental part of the wider sustainable development approach
in Scotland, including the CRB legislation. Ecological sustainability would form the explicit
principal aim. Nevertheless, as argued above, the CRB legislation may provide a template,
or starting point, for more ecocentric approaches to be incorporated. To illustrate, looking at
the CRB abandoned, neglected or detrimental land, changes to certain provisions within the
2003 Act could significantly alter the conceptualisation of sustainable development,
fostering an outlook more in tune with ecological sustainability. For example, the definition
of ‘eligible land’ under section 97C(2)(b) includes land where the use or management is such
that it ‘results in or causes harm, directly or indirectly, to the environmental wellbeing of a
relevant community.’ It is interesting to speculate the possible consequences of re-defining
‘relevant community’ to include non-human communities. In this regard, the scope of
‘detrimental land’ would be expanded to include land which is detrimental to non-human
communities as well as human communities, and in so doing addressing to an extent the
anthropocentrism present in the Act. Just as changes to the CRB legislation may present
opportunities for more ecocentrism, so too perhaps could placing the LRRS on statutory
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footing, rather than it remaining a voluntary document. Such approaches are not beyond the
realms of possibility,236 but requires a fundamental shift in attitudes toward what should
qualify as justified interferences with ownership rights. Currently, given the anthropocentric
messaging in policy and throughout the CRB legislation, compounded by the structural
protections afforded to ownership rights as a result of the rights paradigm, it is difficult to
imagine such provisions being successfully implemented into legislation. However, as a
general point, incorporating sustainable development as the key principle of the CRB
legislation, particularly when viewed as part of a wider process which includes, for example,
the approach to responsibilities in ownership in the LRRS, may represent the kind of
‘prefigurative politics’ needed for a fundamental shift in attitudes, which would more readily
incorporate ecocentric approaches and more effectively achieve ecological sustainability.

3.3

Are communities the best facilitators of ecological sustainability?

If the CRB legislation can be said to open up possibilities for a more ecocentric approach to
sustainable development and property law, the question then becomes: are communities
somehow inherently better-suited to owning and managing land in ways that contribute
better to ecological sustainability? This is a question without a clear-cut answer,237 although
it is useful to present some basic arguments presented in this regard. Common arguments
against community ownership tend to coalesce around the lack of expertise in land
management among communities and, notwithstanding grants from the Scottish Land Fund,
the difficulties in obtaining secure funding to maintain the land, which both may actually
cause damage to the environment.238 Related to this is the possibility for conflict and lack of
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capacity within communities, which can stymie sustainable development.239 Similarly, from
a conservation angle, there is an argument that fragmentation of landholdings and breakingup of unified land management under a single owner can have dangerous consequences for
local ecologies.240 Indeed, landholders such as Anders Povlsen would not be able to
implement landscape-scale conservation practices were it not for the ability to purchase vast
tracts of land and be largely free to do what they please with that land in the first instance.241
It could be said, on the other hand, that communities have a greater connection with, and
understanding of, the land;242 Freyfogle argues that ‘[w]idespread ownership disperses
power in society and can encourage people to take responsibility for their conduct.’ 243 This
may enable a greater sense of stewardship and a diminished tendency towards
commodification of land. Mackenzie argues that a ‘commoning of the land’ can strengthen
community identity.244 She offers case studies, such as the North Harris Trust, whereby
through their community-led initiatives such as replanting native woodland, they are
‘undoing a norm of nature as distinct from social process.’245 In this sense, community
ownership is inclusionary; both socially and environmentally. This can be contrasted with
conservation efforts by private individuals. Whilst large landowners such as Povlsen are
working to protect and conserve ecosystems, as outlined in Chapter 1, this is inevitably
discretionary, and potentially exclusionary.246 Indeed, the recent ‘green laird’ movement has
been criticised for being exploitative.247 This kind of land ownership shows the potential
239
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dangers of treating ecosystems as ‘natural capital’ or as ‘true wildernesses’; it continues to
separate nature and culture. Mackenzie’s argument, of community inclusion, suggests that
communities working with the land are inherently more sustainable because of their
connection with the land.248 Mackenzie’s discussion relates largely to communities in the
Outer Hebrides, and does not focus on the CRB legislation. However, it is not unreasonable
to extend her argument to include both communities throughout Scotland, urban and rural,
as well as the CRB legislation more generally. Therefore, the ‘prefigurative politics’ of the
CRB legislation can represent a shift to more ecocentric approaches to land. Indeed, the
requirement within the CRB legislation that there is a connection between the relevant
community body and the land in question249 suggests the recognition of the need for more
connections between humans and land. Furthermore, the widening of the CRB legislation
from rural to all land in Scotland250 suggests there is more to community connection with
land than simply ‘the great outdoors’, encouraging integration between people and the built
environment as well as countryside. This messaging, coupled with the recent shift in land
use policy to an approach based on responsibilities,251 suggests that there is an iterative move
towards more ecocentric visions of land use in Scotland. However, in the face of deeply
entrenched notions of individual ownership rights, this iterative movement will encounter
many anthropocentric hurdles.

4

Conclusion: mixed messages?

This chapter has explored the sustainable development aspects of the CRB in more detail,
interrogating whether the CRB regime can contribute to ecological sustainability. The first
section of this chapter looked at the ‘sustainable development aspects’ of the CRB
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legislation, highlighting that much of the CRB legislation is progressive, suggesting the
possibility for ecocentric approaches to be incorporated. For example, the new CRBs
highlight a move towards enshrining sustainable development in legislation, rather than
leaving definitions to policy. The provisions themselves also suggest a more contextualised
approach to sustainable development of land: the ‘sustainable development conditions’ in
the 2016 Act outline relevant considerations across the three pillars of sustainable
development; ‘public interest’ is now expressly included as part of the sustainable
development considerations in the 2016 Act; the CRB legislation also promotes a human
rights-based approach; and the CRB abandoned, neglected or detrimental land includes a
specific focus on ‘environmental harm’. These are all, arguably, progressive in their own
right. However, a common theme throughout each of these legislative provisions is that the
justification for each relates back to human communities only. This is indicative of an
anthropocentric approach, which still views human and non-human communities as separate.
Where the environment is considered, it is done so in an anthropocentric manner, looking at
how environmental action can best benefit human communities. This is evident in the
approach of Scottish Ministers in the Helensburgh Decision, where, crucially, Scottish
Ministers’ concerns were centred on the financial viability and economic success of the
community buyout. This is not, necessarily, antithetical to ecological sustainability, but it
eschews ecocentric approaches which can quicken the sluggish pace at which environmental
action

is

currently

being

taken.

Overall,

considering

the

spectrum

of

anthropocentric/ecocentric approaches to sustainable development outlined in Chapter 1, it
can be said that the sustainable development provisions within the CRB legislation remain
tied to the anthropocentric end of the spectrum, with only hints of ecocentrism.
The question of ‘why’ was then explored: why do visions of sustainable development within
the CRB legislation remain anthropocentric when the need for ecocentric approaches are
needed more than ever? It was suggested that dominant conceptualisations of ownership
rights in Scotland are part of this explanation. The protection of ownership rights is rooted
in the separation of nature and culture; land is abstracted from its physical reality and
becomes ‘no more than the ‘thing’ of the property relation.’252 This anthropocentric approach
has consequently manifested itself in notions of sustainable development. This can be seen
from the anthropocentric nature of much of the CRB legislation, whereby the environment
figures as a consideration but only to the extent to which it affects human communities.
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Consequently, the functioning of sustainable development in Scotland, particularly within
the CRB legislation, arguably does not contribute as it should to ecological sustainability.
However, the CRB regime perhaps represents an ‘opening’ of sorts; an opportunity to break
the cycle by challenging typical protections of ownership and allowing chances for
communities to create new, and foster existing, ties with land. This may represent the kind
of ‘prefigurative politics’ promoted by Davies, Godden and Graham.253 This approach is
based on the idea of ‘imagining or prefiguring the future.’ It promotes the notion that
‘fundamental change accumulates incrementally – through repeated behavioural change,
piecemeal reforms, and the development of narratives to guide larger transformations.’254 In
other words, the CRB legislation is by no means revolutionary. However, particularly when
viewed with other land use policy such as the Land Use Strategy and the Land Rights and
Responsibilities Statement, it can figure as part of a wider sea-change in altering the nature
and culture dualism and, consequently, contributing to ecological sustainability.
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Conclusion
The core aim of this thesis was to assess the potential of the CRB legislation in Scotland to
facilitate ecological sustainability. In other words, providing the tools to live within the
ecological limits of the Earth.255 Within this assessment, certain concepts have been outlined
and analysed, such as the nature/culture dualism and anthropocentric/ecocentric
interpretations of sustainable development. The connection of these concepts to property law
has, in turn, been interrogated. This analysis has served to highlight some of the challenges
that the CRB legislation faces as a forward-looking framework based on sustainable
development. However, this thesis has not sought to provide specific recommendations for
wholesale reform to the system in place. Indeed, the scope of a work such as that would be
well beyond that of this thesis. Instead, its purpose of is primarily to assess the form of
sustainable development adopted by the CRB legislation. This discussion highlighted that
this form, whilst demonstrating certain ecocentric traits, remains largely anthropocentric,
dominated by human concerns. Whilst this can contribute to ecological sustainability in the
long-term, the inclusion of more ecocentrism will help to achieve that goal quicker at a time
when it is greatly needed.
Chapter 1 introduced three core themes which are important to the transition to ecological
sustainability: the anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum of sustainable development; the
nature and culture dualism and the requirement for new formulations, such as imposing
responsibilities within landownership, to tackle this; and the structural effects of property
law, which resist these new formulations. This is outlined as a major barrier to ecological
sustainability.
In order to situate the discussion in a locality, Chapter 2 introduced Scotland to the debate.
As a country with abundant natural beauty, it also has well-documented troubles relating to
land. There are a multitude of factors at play in relation to Scotland’s ‘land question’, but of
particular relevance in this regard is the relationship between property law – particularly the
strong protection of ownership rights – and the nature/culture dualism. This is evident in its
concentrated patterns of landownership. Sustainable development has been a key approach
in tackling the land question in Scotland. Therefore, Chapter 2 sought to assess the
parameters of certain land policy in light of the anthropocentric/ecocentric spectrum outlined
in Chapter 1, arguing that they imply a move to more ecocentric approaches, particularly in
255
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their adoption of responsibilities in landownership. However, the structural effects of
property law in Scotland were highlighted as a key barrier to such approaches, stymying
their potential for ecological sustainability. Chapter 2 concluded by outlining the primary
legislative land reform measure in Scotland – the CRB – and how they incorporate
sustainable development.
Chapter 3, then, critically evaluated the sustainable development aspects of the CRB
legislation outlined in Chapter 2, to interrogate the capability of the CRB to facilitate
ecological sustainability. It recognised that, whilst there are elements of ecocentrism within
the CRB legislation, much of its content still relates environmental concerns back to human
communities only, rather than for the sake of planetary systems survival themselves. Further,
a unified approach to its interpretation by Scottish Ministers, for example taking into account
the principles within the LRRS, is lacking, suggesting that anthropocentric concerns will be
the norm in this regard. Chapter 3 then argued that this can be seen as a natural corollary of
a property law system in which ownership rights are not only strongly protected but also
largely antithetical to wider obligations, resulting in an approach which tends more to
anthropocentrism than ecocentrism. The failure to effectively incorporate ecocentrism may
not ultimately preclude ecological sustainability, but it does make its realisation far more
difficult at a time when it is urgently needed.
The issues here are multifaceted and complex; there are no simple solutions. However, as
Chapter 3 suggested, the CRB regime may constitute a potential incremental change to wider
systems in place, including notions of property law. A ‘prefigurative politics’ of this kind
may work as part of a wider behavioural and perceptive sea change in achieving ecological
sustainability. As Ross states, ‘even if a weaker and less ambitious formulation [of
sustainable development] is preferred, providing some legislative backing for the
production, use and review of the strategies would still be valuable and consistent with calls
for reflexive governance for sustainable development.’256
Therefore, it is tempting to state that the CRB legislation, particularly the new CRBs, are
suitably equipped to facilitate ecological sustainability because of their commitment to
entrenching sustainable development as a legal condition. However, as argued in Chapter 3,
the ‘sustainable development aspects’ of the CRB legislation tend to revert back to
anthropocentric tropes. To compound this, even if such provisions were more strongly
imbued with ecocentrism, the implementation of such provisions would prove challenging
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given fundamental protection of ownership rights in Scots property law, as can be seen in
the implementation of the LRRS, which remains entirely voluntary. As Ross argues, it is
simply not enough to have ecological sustainability as a legal principle; it needs to be backed
up with a consistent message and powerful support for best practice, namely good leadership
supported by binding obligations.257 Sustainable development would also be required to act
as a guiding force throughout other legislation and policy beyond community ownership and
land use.258 In other words, one piece of legislation is not capable on its own in achieving
ecological sustainability; systemic change is required across government and throughout
society in order to reach this goal. Hodgepodge approaches must be eliminated in favour of
a concerted effort across the legislative and political sphere which advocate the
normalisation of more ecocentric approaches to sustainable development, as well as
concomitant societal culture shifts.259
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