The Cairngorms National Park Local Development Plan – Main Issues Report

Consultation – response from The Cairngorms Campaign and The Scottish Wild Land Group

The Cairngorms Campaign and The Scottish Wild Land Group welcome the opportunity to comment on the Cairngorms National Park Local Development Plan – Main Issues Report (MIR).

The Cairngorms Campaign is a Scottish Registered Charity, number SCO5523, with objects to promote public appreciation of, and care for, the character, beauty and ecology of the Cairngorms area, and to encourage all concerned to foster or participate in active conservation of the Cairngorms area.   The Scottish Wild Land Group is a Scottish Registered Charity, number SC004014, which aims to protect and preserve Scotland’s wild land.

Issue 1 - Special Qualities of the Park

The MIR provides a number of pieces of information upon which the issue of protecting the special qualities is to be determined. The special qualities themselves (Table 1), the Wildness map (1a) and the other information map (1b) and also Map 2.  All are considered inadequate.

Special Qualities As outlined in our response to the draft National Park Plan, the Cairngorms Campaign sees no reason to replace the fairly detailed descriptions given in the NPP 2007 (pp. 25-27), which at least attempted to describe in some depth a range of special qualities, albeit incompletely (it failed, for example, to mention birch and juniper woodlands) with the brief outlines given in the draft NPP. It is, of course, the case that the briefer and more general the description of a quality is, the easier it is to ignore it and the more difficult it is to point out that a proposal may damage it.

The CNPA’s descriptions of the special qualities provide little of any substance whereby they can be adequately recognised and protected. Table 2.1 and the accompanying text should not read like an exercise in poetic phraseology, but should be a tool whereby the special qualities are adequately and precisely described, so that their condition might be properly recognised and monitored, and thereby protected and enhanced.

The entire section on special qualities in the MIR (pp.17-20) is completely unacceptable, and should be re-written, based on the special qualities section of the NPP 2007.

The Wildness Map is of far too small a scale to provide adequate information and we also have considerable misgivings concerning the accuracy of the map in identifying wild land correctly. It appears, rather conveniently, to identify almost all areas where there is any potential for development as “low” wildness. That being the case, two questions arise: 

1. how can the Wildness Map provide any useful discriminatory value for developers in choosing potential development sites, or for the CNPA in assessing them, when almost all such sites have the same wildness score?

2. is the real intention of the Wildness Map simply therefore to provide any potential developer with a positive score as far as development is concerned? Almost all potential developers will be able to claim that their proposed development has a low wildness score and is therefore on that issue acceptable, even though in reality their proposal might have significant consequences for wildness. 

Map 1b The scale used makes detail and specific sites illegible and the map is hopelessly cluttered. The categories chosen for native woodland seem curious, and are anyway unrecognisable on Map 1b.

The public are placed at a significant disadvantage because of these issues and the CNPA does not appear to have provided any justification for providing maps that inhibit proper engagement of the public in a consultation document. Equivalent concerns regarding such information were raised about the first Local Plan during its consultation stage.

The Cairngorms Campaign has no confidence in the treatment of Issue 1 by the CNPA, as outlined in the MIR.

Question 1

We have no confidence that either Option 1 or Option 2 will be effective in protecting the special qualities when faced with the juggernaut of rapidly expanding housing and population. The CNPA has adopted an unrealistic position: that of pretending that Options can be effective when there is no reasonable prospect of that being the case. The CNPA thereby neglects its statutory duties and brings itself into disrepute. 

Issue 2 – Resources/Reducing Our Consumption
Question 2

It has not been possible to find the interactive form of Map 2 p.27 – it does not appear to exist. If it does exist then the exact url should be provided, not merely the basic url of the CNPA website.

The questions asked do not seem to bear much relation to the preamble, or express clearly what is being asked.

Moreover, to pretend that the CNPA is responding to the need to reduce consumption whilst simultaneously promoting an unsustainable rapid growth in housing, particularly one based upon building more than 75% open market luxury houses to cater for demand for second/holiday/retirement/commuter houses, is absurd. It is analogous to a householder who runs a large car and turns the central heating up, deluding himself that he is saving the planet by installing a couple of low energy light bulbs. 

We would be concerned were any mechanism to imply “that the areas of opportunity have unconstrained options for development” as indicated might be the case for Option 2, so that is certainly not supported.

Otherwise, the Cairngorms Campaign can see little merit in engaging with this question whilst the CNPA pursues other policies that will make any gains from these policies insignificant.

Issue 4 – Housing/Affordable Housing

This section starts with the statement:

“The dominance of (these) low paid sectors means that many of the people working in the Park are relatively worse off to (sic) people in other parts of Scotland.”
This statement gives the impression that the park residents are economically disadvantaged compared to those who live in other parts of Scotland.  However, such an impression is misleading. As stated in the response to the draft National Park Plan:

“The information, such as it is, provided by the CNPA on the economic status of CNP residents appears at odds with the results of the 2001 census, some of which is shown in the following Table:

	Results from 2001 Census (percentages)

	Category
	Aviemore
	Boat of Garten
	Nethy Bridge
	Highland
	Scotland

	Are economically active (16-74pop)
	76.2
	67.4
	66.4
	68.1
	65.0

	In good health
	72.3
	75.5
	75.6
	70.8
	67.9

	Have at least one car
	70.4
	89.1
	82.3
	74.9
	65.8


This information, albeit awaiting updating from the 2011 census, indicates that in these settlements CNP residents generally enjoy more employment and are healthier and wealthier than in the rest of Scotland, and usually in the rest of Highland also. In addition to these material comforts, CNP residents also enjoy the benefits of living in a relatively crime free and unpolluted environment of outstanding quality.”

It would be surprising if, a decade after this information was provided by the 2001 Census and eight years after the formation of the national park, the relative material condition of park residents had substantially deteriorated. The fact is that this information, albeit incomplete, provides no support for the suggestion that park residents are on average worse off than people elsewhere in Scotland.

Question 4

Do you agree with the preferred option? 

NO. We firmly reject Option 3.

The preferred Option 3 decreases the proportion of affordable housing built compared with recent years. It means that, in order to cater for the number of affordable houses required, even more open market houses will be built, meaning even more environmental damage in the form of unsympathetic cramming and expansion of established villages. That will further erode their character and setting and cause further imbalance in the social structure as such open market housing is almost exclusively occupied by wealthy people from elsewhere. For that Option to be the preferred one by a National Park Authority charged with the statutory duty of conserving and enhancing both the natural and the cultural heritage of the national park is not acceptable.

How does encouraging in-migration of large numbers of wealthy individuals from elsewhere conserve and enhance the cultural heritage of Highland villages?

How does increasing the size of such villages by substantial amounts with luxury housing conserve and enhance their character and setting?

When many of these villages are surrounded by land of high environmental quality, how does covering these areas with unnecessary luxury houses conserve and enhance the natural heritage?

The answer to all of these questions is obviously that it does not. Yet the CNPA does not address these questions.

Nor does the CNPA provide any analysis of the previous twenty years, during which time a policy of trying to provide about 25-40% of affordable houses in developments has been in operation.

· How many affordable houses have been built in that time in what is now the CNP, and how many of them were and are occupied by local people? 

· In other words, how successful or otherwise has the 25-40% policy been? 

· How does the present situation with respect to need for affordable housing by local people compare with the situation twenty years ago? Are things better or worse after twenty years of this policy?

The CNPA seems unable to answer these questions, yet is proposing to continue a policy that, it appears, will actually produce a lower proportion of affordable houses.

This appears to the Cairngorms Campaign as a dereliction of the duty of the CNPA towards its statutory duties.

The effects of this supposed 25-40% policy over the last twenty years can now be seen on the ground and have caused considerable disquiet and adverse comment amongst locals and visitors alike.

· Areas of land that were available (albeit of varying suitability) within and close to settlements, which could have been used for affordable housing, have been largely consumed by luxury houses so that such land is no longer available. Future growth is thus pushed into less and less suitable locations, frequently onto land of high environmental value, including ancient woodland, causing more environmental damage and more outrage amongst the villagers effected.

· Landowners have become used to selling plots at greatly inflated prices. The price of a plot is a substantial proportion of the cost of a putative affordable house, and a large part of the reason why such affordable houses are not built. A landowner is not easily persuaded to reduce the price of a plot if he considers that there is a good chance of having a luxury house built upon it and he has become accustomed to obtaining it. In other words, the existence of the temptation of luxury houses diminishes the incentive to allow the building of affordable houses.

Moreover, the practice, to some extent encouraged by the 25-40% policy, of allocating areas for relatively very large numbers of houses in large estates has

· impacted negatively on small local builders who cannot compete with large building companies from outwith the CNP and

· had a hugely negative impact on the character and setting of villages.

The continuation of this damaging ‘business as usual’ approach to housing policy is based on the “Main Issues Report - Background Evidence 1 Housing and Population”,  which claims that it  “sets out the rationale for the new housing requirements identified in the Main Issues Report.”

Except that it does not. The rationale is not set out: it is assumed, without explanation or justification, let alone justification in terms of the aims of the national park. That assumed rationale is this: the CNPA will accept the General Register Office for Scotland (GROS) published projections for both population and housing in the Cairngorms National Park in 2010 and use them as the basis of its Local Development Plan.

However, those GROS figures for population and housing are projections – they are not predictions, and they are certainly not prescriptions.  This is made clear, should there be any doubt, within the “Background Evidence 1 Housing and Population” paper, which states, 

“The projections to the year 2033, are based on the estimated population of the Park in mid 2008 (the base year for the projections), are trend based, and do not take into account future policy.”(para.3.4 p.10). Further, “They are informed by past trends and the scale of housing development that has occurred previously. The household projections should therefore be used to provide a general indication of how households within the Park may change over time.” (para.4.2 p.14) [our emphases]

Those “past trends” are, of course, the history of what has happened in what is now the Cairngorms National Park over the years up to 2008. As a rough guide to what happened in Badenoch and Strathspey compared to the rest of Highland the following information is from the 2001 Census:

	Highland Area
	1991 pop
	2001 pop
	change
	%age change

	Caithness
	26,393
	25,195
	-1,198
	95.46

	Sutherland
	13,842
	13,778
	-64
	99.54

	Ross and Cromarty
	48,888
	49,655
	767
	101.57

	Lochaber
	19310
	18,740
	-570
	97.05

	Inverness
	62,328
	66,576
	4,248
	106.82

	Nairn
	10,481
	11,071
	590
	105.63

	Skye and Lochalsh
	11,754
	12,136
	382
	103.25

	Badenoch and Strathspey
	11,008
	11,763
	755
	106.86

	Highland
	204,004
	208,914
	4,910
	102.41


It will be noticed that Badenoch and Strathspey had the highest decadal population growth rate (at 6.86%) of any area in Highland from 1991-2001. This represents a doubling of population in less than a century and a growth rate greater than any other rural district in Scotland and is completely at odds with growth rates elsewhere in Europe within National Parks.  It was that rapid, unsustainable, rate of growth in housing and population that gave rise to much of the impetus towards establishing the Cairngorms National Park, yet it is that large unsustainable trend in both population and housing growth that has contributed to the present GROS projections.

So, the situation is that the GROS projection, upon which the CNPA has based its housing need calculations within its MIR, is itself largely based on the rapid and unsustainable period of housing and population growth up to 2008. That period has already caused considerable damage to villages and aspects of the natural heritage in the land surrounding them. This was already evident in 1991, when the then Highland Regional Council, in its First Draft Local Plan stated (with reference to Badenoch and Strathspey):

“concern is emerging about the rate and scale of change in established villages. Unsympathetic cramming and expansion of communities is eroding their character and setting, threatening to overwhelm facilities, or creating imbalances in the social structure.”

Since that time, and up to the time used by GROS, the following numbers of new houses have been built in Badenoch and Strathspey, the great majority of which have been within and around those established villages (data from Highland Council):

	Year
	1991
	1992
	1993
	1994
	1995
	1996
	1997
	1998
	1999
	2000
	2001
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008
	Total

	No. of houses built
	108
	79
	117
	76
	105
	81
	141
	76
	48
	36
	31
	89
	81
	135
	105
	206
	137
	89
	1740


That, twenty years later, little of such concern or awareness as expressed by Highland Regional Council in 1991 is evident within the CNPA’s MIR, is wholly unacceptable. Indeed, it appears that the CNPA has a history of simply not understanding the situation, or has tried deliberately to mislead the public on this issue, because in its 2007 Deposit Local Plan the CNPA stated,

“For a variety of reasons, supply of new housing has been limited in the Cairngorms National Park area during the past five years. The limited supply of effective land has meant that, in Badenoch and Strathspey in particular, fewer homes have been built than were anticipated in the Development Plan.”  (para.5.30 p.41, Deposit Local Plan 2007):

The truth is that the information in the above table shows that in the period 1991-2002 inc. the rate of house building averaged 82 per year (987/12) and increased to 133 per year (664/5) from 2003-2007, an increase of 62% in house building during the period in which the CNPA claimed that it was “limited”.

Similarly, the 2001 HC Structure Plan gave a target of 1050 houses for the first ten years of the period 1998-2017, ie 105 houses per year. That figure was exceeded by 27% during the period 2003-2007, the period in which the CNPA claimed that “fewer” homes had been built. The above CNPA statement is untrue.

That the CNPA should make these false statements about a matter of such importance to the people of Badenoch and Strathspey, and in the face of widespread concern about excessive development in the Cairngorms National Park, is wholly unacceptable.

Instead of using the GROS figures as a prescription of what must happen, the CNPA should use them correctly: as a warning of what likely will happen if present trends continue. As emphasised by the Reporters’ to the Local Plan Inquiry Report - December 2009, in the context of considering the relevance of previous plans,

 “there is no requirement for slavish compliance with any of [the] terms of these plans because they all predate the designation of the Cairngorms National Park, so that they contain policies and proposals that apply to areas with a different geographic focus and that are not based on the 4 National Park aims described above. In short, it is open to the CNPLP to take a different approach to that of the structure plans where the CNPP 2007 provides alternative material guidance or direction.”(para.1.8 p.2)

If there is no requirement for compliance with the terms of previous plans by the CNPA, how can there be any requirement to comply with the results of those former plans, namely the housing and population figures that provide the basis of the GROS projections, particularly when no evidence is forthcoming concerning the efficacy of those plans in improving the situation with respect to affordable housing for local people?

Similar considerations apply to the Housing Need Demands Assessments from the surrounding five local authorities. There is no requirement for the CNPA to adopt these figures. Indeed, how could it be otherwise? The Cairngorms National Park was established by statute as a special place, with the CNPA charged with the production of its development plan, which must comply with its National Park Plan and which must be in line with the four aims of the park. There is no requirement for the CNPA to follow slavishly the HNDAs of surrounding local authorities, any more than there is to follow their plans. Quite the opposite: the establishment of the Cairngorms National Park was supposed to herald a change in how things are done here, not to entrench a speculative housing bubble ever more firmly onto an already deeply stressed environment. In proposing to act this way, the CNPA is misdirecting itself.

Indeed, the above considerations are implicitly acknowledged by the CNPA since the Option 2 to “Focus all new development on the provision of affordable housing” would almost certainly mean that the GROS targets would not be met, yet that Option 2 clearly remains a possibility.

The Cairngorms Campaign supports Option 2 as a first step towards tackling this problem, but firmly believes that only the adoption of residency criteria, whereby all new-build housing is reserved for those with a national park connection (along the lines outlined in Policy 38d p.54 of the CNPA 2005 Consultative Draft Local Plan) will enable the CNPA to justly claim that it is making a determined attempt to achieve its statutory responsibilities with respect to the four aims of the park and the requirement to give greater weight to the first aim in the event of a conflict.

The crucial decision for the CNPA is whether to grasp this nettle now or to continue with something like business as usual, as Option 1 and 3 provide. If the CNPA takes the latter course the National Park will continue to suffer attrition of and damage to its natural and cultural heritage, until the evidence and local and national outrage becomes so overwhelming that it will be forced to change direction. That would be a disaster for the National Park and a disaster for the CNPA of historic proportions
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