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Building Scotland’s Digital 
Capacity:
A Local Government 
Roundtable on Data Centre 
Planning
With techUK, Scottish Government and kindly 
hosted by Shoosmiths
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Paul Gilhooley



Agenda 

Agenda 3

Arrival 1030
Welcome & Housekeeping

Scottish Government – Paul Gilhooley

techUK – Matt Robinson & Luisa Cardani

1100

Presentations from partners:

Shoosmiths, Steven Stewart & Jas Sahotay

Pulsant – Mike Hoy & Helen Munro

GMCA (virtual) – John Duncan

The Data Lab – Heather Thomson

1110

(c15mins per 
presentation, 5mins Q&A)

Lunch and Networking 1230
Roundtable 1300
Close and Networking 1400
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Luisa Cardani
Matt Robinson



techUK, who we are & what we do

techUK is the trade association for the tech sector and we are pleased to 
represent over 1,100 members, from household names to ‘ones-to-watch’.

o The techUK membership includes SMEs 
and multinationals from every nation and 
region in the UK. 

o Our members are the driving force 
behind our work. They participate in 
networks and events relevant to their 
business, they lead our committees, 
boards and working groups, and they set 
the agenda for our work. 

o Members join our community to build 
strong relationships with customers, 

partners, regulators, Government, and 
peers across the UK. 

o They have access to timely insights, 
events, breaking news, thought 
leadership, and policy updates. 

o We work with them to define policy 
positions that will benefit the industry, 
and to champion tech as a driver of the 
UK economy.

Who we are? 5

A selection of our members.



Data Centres & techUK

o https://www.techuk.org/resource/announ
cing-the-new-techuk-data-centres-council-
2026-2028.html

o Steer the Data Centres Programme, agree 
on priorities for action, engage with the 
resulting Working Groups;

o Define the policy responses required for a 
given issue – wider programme member 
views will also be sought;

o Bring focus to our data centres policy 
work and act as the first port of call for 
engagement with high-profile 
stakeholders; and 

o Represent the interests of the broader 
membership

o https://www.techuk.org/resource/demyst
ifying-data-centres-planning-call-for-
contributions.html

o How the UK Planning System Treats Data 
Centres? 

o Grid Connections, Energy Constraints and 
Planning Risk

o Water, Energy Efficiency and 
Environmental Regulation

o Data Centres and Local Communities: 
Growth, Jobs and Trust

o Planning Reform and the Future of Data 
Centre Development

o By 2035, data centres have the potential 
to contribute an additional £44 billion in 
GVA to the UK economy between 2025-35

o (English DCs) 51% of surveyed sites use 
waterless cooling systems. 

o 64% use less than 10,000 m³ of water per 
year – less than a typical leisure centre. 

o 89% of sites either measure water use or 
deploy systems that do not require water 
for cooling.

o https://www.techuk.org/resource/techuk-
report-understanding-data-centre-water-
use-in-england.html 
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techUK Data Centre Council Demystifying Data Centre 
Planning Webinar Series

Data Centre Reports
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Steven Stewart
Jas Sahotay



Planning for Data 
Centres
Steven Stewart – Planning Partner, Shoosmiths

https://www.shoosmiths.com/
https://www.shoosmiths.com/
https://www.shoosmiths.com/
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Lack of established policy and practice

Limited experience with the technology and large-scale projects.

Tension between National Planning Framework 4 (NPF4) drive for digital 
infrastructure and net-zero energy goals, while trying to balance community 
concerns and their large energy use.

Two-tiered consenting regime.

EIA approach can vary.

Public perception.

Planning for Data Centres

Challenges?
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Planning for Data Centres

NPF4

Policy support for developments that contribute to 
decarbonisation, digital resilience and regional economic 
development. 

Identifies energy and digital infrastructure as priorities, 
giving planners stronger grounds to support applications 
aligning with national net-zero objectives.

SG Consultation on consenting 
threshold

The Scottish Government is consulting (ending 27 March 
2026) on raising the 50MW threshold for Section 36 (S36) 
electricity generation consents to 100-150MW.

Are these being 
addressed?

10
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Clear Policy

Clear leadership on national policy will eradicate 
inconsistencies in decision-making and give clarity at local 
authority level.

Joined up approach among local authorities, Scottish 
Government and statutory consultees.

Streamlined Consenting

Not just applicable to net zero aligned projects, but the 
infrastructure work to facilitate these projects also.

The Future?



©Shoosmiths LLP 2026

DISCLAIMER
This information is for general information purposes only and does not constitute legal advice. It is 
recommended that specific professional advice is sought before acting on any of the information given. 
Please contact us for specific advice on your circumstances. 
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Mike Hoy
Helen Munro
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John Duncan
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Heather Thomson





Innovation Centres connect Scotland’s academic expertise with industry and with public and third sector organisations to create 
economic and societal benefits. They also support skills and training to develop the next generation of researchers and 
knowledge exchange practitioners through masters and post-doctoral level provision.



Strategic alignment 



Our mission
To transform the use of data and AI by enabling innovation, fostering connection and 
collaboration, and developing skills to change lives and drive economic growth, creating a 
more productive and sustainable society in Scotland and beyond.

Community and partnershipsSkills and talentInnovation support



• £212M additional revenue

• 1500+ jobs created or safeguarded

• £122M R&D funding secured

• 200+ collaborative R&D and data science project

• 1000+ MSc and PhD scholarships, 500 industry placements

• 1300+ learners  upskilled in data through Data Skills for Work

• 80K learners professional learning including 2500 leaders

• 8000+ members of The Data Lab Community in over 100 countries

Impact





The Scottish cluster scheme



Why clusters?
• Clusters accelerate innovation, competitiveness and 

growth

• They bring together industry, academia, government 
and investors around shared priorities

• Help ecosystems reach critical mass, attract 
investment, and build international visibility

• A core element of Scotland’s Innovation Strategy and 
Programme for Government



What do we mean by clusters?



What are the clusters within the scheme?



The cluster development ladder



Our approach

Understanding 
the Market & 

Policy 
Environment 

Mapping 
Scotland’s AI 
Ecosystem

Stakeholder 
Engagement Gaps Analysis Action Plan



Focus: 4 box model
1.The AI-producing economy - at the core of the AI-producing economy are organisations that actively develop AI 
models, software, and platforms. These may include startups building generative AI tools, research labs creating new 
machine learning algorithms, or companies specialising in high-value applications such as diagnostic imaging, 
autonomous systems, or AI-driven design.

2.The AI-using economy - this includes organisations that integrate existing AI technologies into their operations to 
enhance productivity, customer service, logistics, or decision-making. These firms may use machine learning to 
optimise logistics, employ chatbots for customer service, or analyse large datasets for business intelligence. For 
example, financial services firms deploying AI for fraud detection or retailers using recommendation algorithms fall 
into this category.

3.Enabling Infrastructure - the infrastructure domain is the physical and digital backbone needed to develop, train, 
deploy, and operate AI systems. This includes both the hardware necessary to develop and run AI solutions, 
alongside the compute and telecommunication infrastructure that are required for producing and using AI across the 
economy. Important examples include datacentres and 5G.

4.Enabling Services - this part of the economy involves organisations developing and offering services to support the 
development and adoption of AI. For example, firms offering training or developing AI risk assurance tools.



Swot analysis



Emerging findings (infrastructure)
➢ Strong but fragmented AI ecosystem

➢ AI adoption across sectors presents huge opportunity

➢ Stronger ecosystem coordination could unlock additional value

➢ Infrastructure and data access are emerging strategic issues
➢ Interest in exploring national AI infrastructure capabilities, including potential shared platforms or national models that could support secure 

and responsible AI deployment.
➢ “There is an opportunity for Scotland to develop sovereign AI capabilities for key sectors.”
➢ Consultation highlights that infrastructure access and data availability will become increasingly important considerations fo r ecosystem 

development.



Community and Partnership
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P le a s e  f i l l  i n  y ou r  p os t  i t ’ s  a n d  
a t t ac h  t h em  t o  t h e  b oa r d

Q u es t i on s ?  Pr ob le m s ?  C o n c er n s ?  

Lunch
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Roundtable



marcomms@techuk.org 

x.com/techUK 

youtube.com/user/techUK 

linkedin.com/company/techuk

Thank you
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