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Cross-Party Group on Towns and Town 
Centres, Liveable Neighbourhoods 

Wednesday 4th March, 12:30-13:30, Online  

Minutes 

 

Present 

MSPs  

Meghan Gallacher MSP 
Paul McLennan MSP 
 

Guests 

Kimberley Guthrie, Scotland’s Towns Partnership 

Professor Leigh Sparks, University of Stirling and Scotland’s Towns Partnership 

 
Non-MSP Group Members  

Elaine Bone, Scotland's Towns Partnership 
Alison Brown, South Lanarkshire Council 
Diane Brown, Alloa First 
Heather Claridge, Glasgow City Region 
Mhairi Donaghy, Scottish Futures Trust  
Jenny Dunlop, I Love Clarkston Limited  
Ewan Eccleston, Glasgow City Council 
Elaine Grant, Falkirk Delivers 
Lucy Harding, Nairn BID 
Nicola Hutchinson, Scotland's Towns Partnership 
Tony I'Anson, Milngavie Town Centre BID Ltd 
Alistair Kyle, East Dunbartonshire Council 
Alison Luke-Jones, Scotland's Towns Partnership 
David MacLennan, Aberdeenshire Council 
Heather Macnaughton, Historic Environment Scotland 
Lorraine Bremner McBride, Inverness City Centre BID 
Jason McCallum, Diamond Vault CBS 
Danielle McRorie-Smith, Go Forth Stirling  
David Melhuish, Scottish Property Federation 
Eugene Mullan, Smith Scott Mullan Associates 
Caitlin Murray, Zero Waste Scotland 
Tracy Murray, East Ayrshire Council 
Bill Pagan, TEC 
Nairn Pearson, West Lothian Council 
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Margaret Simpson MBE MSC FRSA, Scottish Borders Social Enterprise Chamber 
CIC 
Gemma Slight, Fife Council 
Anna Tozer, Scottish Futures Trust  
Augustijn van Gaalen, SURF - Scotland's Regeneration Forum 
 

Apologies  

Joe Gannon, East Renfrewshire Council  
 

Agenda item 1  

The Convener (MG) opened the meeting, noting it would be the last meeting of the 
current parliamentary session and highlighted the quality of discussion this CPG had 
covered in the last five years. MG thanked all members for their contributions and 
participation in these meetings and noted that, as we approach the next Scottish 
Parliamentary elections, this CPG will focus on what must come next for our towns 
and town centres and the key priorities emerging from Scotland’s Towns 
Partnership’s manifesto. MG noted that today’s speakers will include Kimberley 
Guthrie, Chief Officer of Scotland’s Towns Partnerships, and Professor Leigh 
Sparks, Chair of Scotland’s Towns Partnership, as they set out their priorities around 
what they want to see from the next Scottish Government to make sure that we 
prioritise Scotland's towns. 
 

Agenda item 2 

Minutes of last meeting and Matters Arising  
 
The Minutes of the 3 December were approved by GS and KG and are available on 
the Scottish Parliament website.  
 
There were no matters arising.  
 

Agenda item 3  

The convener introduced KG below: 
 
Kimberley Guthrie (Chief Officer), Scotland’s Towns Partnership -  
Towns and the 2026 Scottish Elections – A National Commitment to Scotland’s 
Town Centres: 
 
KG began her discussion with thanks to Paul McLennan MSP and the team for 
supporting our drop-in at Parliament on the 4th of February. 
 

- Highlights of the discussion (see also slides): 
Why towns matter – they are pivotal to our future economically, socially and 
environmentally and are critical to tackling the four priorities outlined by the 
First Minister: 

- The housing emergency 
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- Child poverty  
- Climate transition 
- Local economic resilience 

 
KG noted the opportunities provided by the 2026 election, and we are asking MSPs 
and parties for renewed national commitment. STP, alongside Scottish Futures Trust 
and other stakeholders have really been driving the town centre living agenda over 
the last four years. 
 
Professor Leigh Sparks, Chair of Scotland’s Towns Partnership: 
LS noted that, as it has now been five years since the publication of the New Future 
for Scotland’s Town Centres report, it is worth reflecting on where we are with 
delivering that agenda, acknowledging that some of those goals were long-term. 
 
In developing the current manifesto, we looked at: 

- Progress on the above agenda set out in the New Future for Scotland’s Town 
Centres report. 

- Where Scotland’s progress sits in relation to other areas of the UK. 
- Scottish Government and COSLA’s Town Centre Forum.  
- And asked the STP board to feed into the manifesto. 

 
Although delivery may vary, LS noted there is cross-party agreement on the Town 
Centre First approach, although strengthening this would be a welcome first step. 
 
We expect Town Centre living to remain a priority for any future government, and the 
recent Community Wealth Building work offers real opportunities to strengthen local 
communities. 
 
KG: 
KG summarised the main asks of the manifesto: 
- Scotland Loves Local Programme 
- Further investment in the hugely impactful Scotland Loves Local programme, 

now in its sixth year. 
- Relaunch the Scotland Loves Local Fund 
- The SLL gift card element of the programme to be embedded in national support 

mechanisms. 
 
Business Improvement Districts 

- Noting the impact BIDs make in fostering community engagement and driving 
local economic development, our manifesto asks that our BIDs be strengthened 
via: 

- A review of BID regulations. 
- Mandatory positive local authority engagement. 
- Best practice in levy collection. 
- Standardisation across council (STP will look to continue and increase its 

partnership work in this area, including with COSLA). 
 
KG handed back to LS to further discuss how we can simplify regulation for town 
centres. 
 



4 
 

LS: 
This is broader than simple regulations, with town centre development being more 
complex, costly and slower than out-of-town developments, whether retail or 
housing, so it is more difficult to do and get right. 
 
One of the things we need to rethink is what form of developments we want, and our 
manifesto asks for: 

- Faster regulatory reform.  
- Removal of local authority barriers (and for LAs and COSLA to understand 

what the barriers are, what makes town centre development more difficult and 
how to work through these). 

- Review the fiscal imbalances (rates and taxation structures) involved between 
town centres and out-of-town developments so that town centres can 
compete on a level playing field. 

 
With the right commitment to all of the above, we can expand opportunities for our 
towns, drive local economic growth and help town centres to support housing 
delivery and reduce child poverty.  
 
Through the manifesto, we are inviting all MSPs and parties to:  
 

- Commit to a strengthened town centre first approach, where national 
strategies are coming in and will be reviewed, and make sure towns are a 
core part of that work. 

- Develop long-term funding mechanisms at the national and local levels.  
- Know the difficulties and the financial constraints that we have, and work with 

STP. 
 
Scotland’s towns are the heart of Scotland's communities, and with continued 
sustained political leadership, we can ensure that town centres in Scotland 
(continuing the work of the last 15 years) are even more fit for the future.  
 
MG thanked KG and LS and noted her appreciation for the work of STP over the last 
five years in accelerating the growth of our towns and town centres. MG noted the 
call on government today had been very clearly articulated, and there will be key 
takeaways today for herself and Paul McLellan MSP, and we will ensure direct 
engagement with STP.  
 
 

Agenda item 4  

 
The convener opened the floor to discussion: 
 
Lorraine Bremner McBride, Inverness City BID 
LBM welcomed the manifesto and noted that it contains several positive and relevant 
elements. She highlighted that the absence of explicit references to “cities” may 
leave some city-based BIDs feeling less visible within the document. She suggested 
that future iterations could benefit from broader co-design with the BID network, 
which could further strengthen shared ownership and alignment. 
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LBM also reflected on the ongoing challenges around sustaining the Scotland Loves 
Local Gift Card initiative, noting that while many BIDs, including Inverness, 
supported its introduction, there are now practical funding considerations to address. 
 
KG appreciated the constructive feedback and acknowledged the importance of 
continued dialogue. She noted that, as a small and agile organisation, STP engages 
with its network through a range of channels and remains committed to 
strengthening collaborative approaches wherever possible. She highlighted that BID 
representation is embedded within STP’s structures, including strategic engagement 
from across Scotland and STP Board representation. KG recognised the challenges 
around Scotland Loves Local funding and agreed this is an area requiring ongoing 
attention. 
 
LD addressed the point regarding the use of “city” terminology, noting that 
organisations such as the Scottish Cities Alliance lead specifically on city-focused 
policy. He emphasised, however, that the manifesto is intended to support all places 
and that towns and cities are interconnected within wider place-based networks. 
He encouraged a shared perspective that avoids unnecessary distinctions and 
instead focuses on the common ambitions that unite Scotland’s places. 
 
David Melhuish, Scottish Property Federation 
DM commented his agreement on the business rates point articulated in the 
manifesto and suggested that to allow a better connection to the system, all should 
be paying some level, even if a de minimus amount of business rates, rather than 
having a small percentage of rate payers trying to fulfil the whole tax burden. 
Additionally, more support for converting our older buildings appropriately, but in 
broad support of the manifesto as discussed. 
 
LS commented that he felt that a radical rethink of the taxation system is something 
he would encourage early on in any new parliament, as we can’t continue with the 
current system. KG agreed that STP supports the SPF and agrees with the issue 
around the context of repurposing our older buildings and greatly encourages BIDs 
to engage with this process  
 
The convener agreed that any taxation needs to be appropriate for the infrastructure 
we’re trying to put in place, but also for our economic development as well and 
added that we need better relationships between local and national governments to 
achieve aims in towns and town centres. 
 
Margaret Simpson MBE MSC FRSA, Scottish Borders Social Enterprise 
Chamber CIC 
MS commented that she has enjoyed the discussion and looks forward to seeing 
these issues move forward, especially in rural areas, and we need to work 
collaboratively to solve issues and move forward. 
 
Heather Macnaughton, Historic Environment Scotland 
HM noted it was good to hear DM pick up on the issue of reuse of what we've 
already got, and particularly, would also advocate for those buildings of real 
significance for towns and whatever purpose is best for that place. Additionally, in 
terms of the Housing Agency, there is already a default position to discuss large-
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scale sites and rural and island areas, which opens a large gulf in relation to 
Scotland’s towns and town centres and also noted this agency may raise some 
uncertainty in the markets. In terms of language, we may be better to use the term 
create rather than build, to better reflect a range of deployments.  
 
LS noted agreement on the need to protect buildings of significance for the 
enjoyment of both locals and visitors alike. KG responded in relation to the Housing 
Agency that STP has been leading on in-depth work on Town Centre Living and has 
helped articulate what is needed from this Housing Agency, which will allow a 
platform to deal with many of the issues discussed, but agrees there is a lot to 
address.  A complete partnership approach - multi sector and multi organisational - is 
essential for continued progress. 
 
Question from chat box: 
Is the view for levy collection to be free gratis for all BIDs? The convener commented 
that this is a good topic for discussion, and she will be asking the Minister about it in 
relation to the future of BIDs and how we create a fair and robust system, and this is 
perhaps a topic for the CPG to discuss when we return after the election cycle. 
 
Gemma Slight, Fife Council 
GS highlighted the ongoing challenge of securing sustainable funding to support the 
Scotland Loves Local Gift Card. While reaffirming support for the wider Scotland 
Loves Local messaging, she noted that increasing budget pressures are making 
continued participation more difficult, with Fife currently unable to maintain its 
support for the card. She asked what considerations are being given to the long-term 
sustainability and affordability of the initiative. 
Gemma also welcomed the focus on BID regulation and sought further clarity on 
what “positive local authority engagement” might look like in practice, particularly in 
supporting effective and constructive partnership working. 
 
KG acknowledged the financial pressures being experienced and agreed that 
ensuring the sustainability of the Gift Card is an important priority. She noted that 
STP is working with delivery partners to explore more affordable and flexible models 
going forward, recognising that the approach may need to vary to suit different local 
contexts. She also highlighted that increasing uptake, and usage is important in 
supporting the card’s viability, including the role of local authorities and 
disbursement, while recognising that it may not be the right fit for every area. 
In relation to BID regulation, KG explained that with the BID model now approaching 
20 years in operation, a strategic review group has been established to consider how 
the model and its supporting framework can evolve. She noted that positive local 
authority engagement can include active participation in BID governance, such as 
local authority representation on boards, helping to provide constructive input and 
support on key matters including levies and wider strategic alignment. 
 
Elaine Grant, Falkirk Delivers 
EG highlighted the strong and positive working relationship Falkirk Delivers has with 
its local authority, noting the significant support received, including the distribution of 
approximately £600,000 in grants and funding to members over the past 18 months. 
EG advocated for a Town Centre First approach. 
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EG raised concerns about the impact of illegal retail activity on BID members, 
highlighting this as an ongoing challenge.  
In addition, she noted that, without future funding support, the Scotland Loves Local 
Gift Card is becoming increasingly difficult to sustain locally. 
 
LS acknowledged the need for alignment between national and local policy around 
Town Centre First approach. He expressed optimism that continued dialogue and 
collaboration will help to strengthen this alignment over time. 
KG appreciated EG’s thoughtful and wide-ranging contribution. She noted that the 
additional points raised would be followed up directly, particularly in relation to illegal 
activity, where further discussion may be helpful to build on previous engagement. 
She also highlighted that the Strategic BIDs Group has been established to review 
the BID model, now approaching 20 years in operation, with a focus on ensuring it 
remains fit for the future and responsive to evolving challenges. 
 
 
The convener thanked KG and LS for their responses and noted the range of topics 
covered today, which will feed into work going forward. MG also added here, thanks 
to the STP team for their work on this CPG and for members' contributions and 
questions and looks forward to continuing to support this CPG as either an MSP or 
group member. 
 
KG added her thanks to MG for all her support as convener and to group members 
for their input. 
 
 
Date of the next meeting will be agreed upon following the election and the 
reconstitution of the group.  
 
Close of Meeting 
 


