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Ken Macintosh (Eastwood) (Lab): I thank Christine Grahame for bringing this important subject to Parliament.

I hope that we all want to protect our open spaces, especially our playing fields, and I am sure that no member here is not concerned about the trend in our lifetimes seemingly to concrete over every green space, particularly in urban areas. We know that that can be to the detriment of our health and can lead to a loss of play areas for children and young people as well as older people, and that it can bring increased incidence of flooding, which is blighting so many of our homes.

Our growing awareness of the importance of open space has in recent years led to big changes and big improvements in our planning laws. The latest figures from sportscotland seem to suggest that we are making progress: its annual monitoring report states that the problem of net pitch loss peaked in the late 1990s, but since then there has been steady improvement. In fact, we have gone from large net deficits to small gains, particularly in 2004-05 and 2006-07. That is encouraging; however, the battle is clearly not over.

The decisions on playing fields are not always about protecting every unused or underused surface. For instance, we have been particularly good over the past decade at replacing old blaes pitches with Astroturf or some other artificial all-weather surface. For me, as for others, it is important that robust national criteria are applied democratically by locally elected representatives who can bring local knowledge of each site to each decision. As part of the decision-making process, it is essential that the voices and concerns of local communities are heard. As I understand it—although I do not want to comment in detail on the application—the case under discussion has not yet gone to the planning committee. If that is the case, it strikes me that Christine Grahame may be jumping the gun somewhat.

Christine Grahame: It is my understanding, based on local information, that the matter was to go to a planning committee meeting, but that has been deferred, given the objections that have been received. The position has changed.
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Ken Macintosh: That appears to be local democracy in action.

Christine Grahame: I hope so.

Ken Macintosh: All members use members' business debates as an opportunity to raise issues of concern—in this case, issues of concern to the constituency that Christine Grahame would like to represent Even allowing for the fact that the motion is clearly written for a local audience, I had to laugh at how much at odds the wording of the motion is with Ms Grahame's Government's policy and with her support in the chamber for that policy. The motion suggests that central collection of data on playing fields will provide an extra layer of protection. I am not against that—far from it—but I ask the member to explain how exactly this new centralist approach sits alongside the historic concordat. Every day in the chamber we have to listen to monotonous repetition of the supposed benefits of the concordat. Now, we have a call for central Government action to protect residents from supposedly dreadful councils.

Christine Grahame: Ken Macintosh has—in gentlemanly fashion, I trust—invited me to intervene. One of the big issues, which overlaps with the Health and Sport Committee's inquiry, is lack of information. We have data from sportscotland, but the information by no means covers everything. We need the data if we are to protect what we have.

Ken Macintosh: I will come on to that because I believe that there is a further contrast between the work that the previous Labour-Liberal Democrat Administration did to begin the reform of national policy guideline 11, with the aim of making it more binding and robust for local authorities, and the SNP Government's introduction of SPP 11 with rather watered-down criteria. If SPP 11 has not been watered down and is robust enough, why does Christine Grahame believe that it offers insufficient protection to the communities that she would protect?

I want to highlight—I am sorry for taking advantage of the motion, but my attention has been drawn to this—a particular section of the SNP manifesto, which states:

"We will introduce a moratorium on loss or reduction of school playing fields".

The same section mentions two hours of physical education a week and free swimming pool access. We know that the two hours of PE has been reduced to two hours of walking to school, and that the only free swimming pools are in Labour-controlled authorities; it is now clear that there has also been a failure to deliver the policy on playing fields. If the promise of

a moratorium on loss or reduction of school playing fields"
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had been delivered, there would be no need for today's debate.

The Deputy Presiding Officer: The member should wind up now.

Ken Macintosh: I hope that we can all agree on the importance of open spaces, and I have no reason to believe that the local authority in question will not listen to the views of the community in reaching a decision.

