Consultation on the Draft Cairngorms National Park Plan 2012 – 2017 

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 Draft Cairngorms National Park 2012 – 2017.   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.

General

Whilst there are proposals within the draft National Park Plan that we can support, the overall impression of the draft NPP is that it is the product of an organisation reluctant to address many of the problems of the Cairngorms area, unable to face the inevitable contradictions within its policies that this lack of grounding in reality produces, and with an agenda that is at odds with its primary responsibility towards the conservation and enhancement of the natural and cultural heritage.

There does not appear to be adequate recognition or understanding of the very real challenges facing the national park, nor any attempt to provide the radical solutions that would begin to address them. Instead we are presented with a vision of what might be described as DisneyPark, where jolly mountain folk and forest folk thrive sustainably together, amidst a rapidly expanding (yet sustainable) human population, living in sustainable and landscape enhancing housing estates, amongst ever growing sustainable businesses and sustainable wealth creation and sustainable tourist developments, all amidst a wonderful thriving nature of enhanced landscapes and enhanced wildness and enhanced biodiversity.

It is a ‘have your cake and eat it’ vision, with little recognition or analysis of the limits of growth, or the carrying capacity of land. It is reminiscent, in its relentless optimism and separation from reality, of the ‘end to boom and bust’ economics that preceded the recent economic crash. There, also, people were assured of a rosy future, but the reality was an economy based on make-believe in which the only real winners were a tiny minority of the already wealthy, whilst the rest of the economy lies in ruins. What price the prediction that the only substantial winners from the direction the CNPA is pursuing will be the large landowners, land speculators and large building companies, whilst landscape and biodiversity will experience further attrition and loss, and the settlements in which local people live will suffer further unsympathetic expansion and erosion of their setting and character?

The impression is given that difficult issues, where conflicting interests collide, are being ignored, and the history of past decisions that have had profound and frequently damaging impacts on the Cairngorms area are being quietly forgotten by the CNPA, if they were ever even known. It is perhaps worth repeating the aphorism: those who forget their history may be condemned to repeat it.

Against this background lies the unanswered question, “Why is a new National Park Plan now considered necessary?”  The Cairngorms Campaign is not aware of any statutory requirement for a new NPP at this time, and no justification for producing a new NPP is provided within the present draft NPP.

The draft NPP claims that it “builds on the current National Park Plan 2007-2012”. The Cairngorms Campaign regards that statement as mendacious:

Firstly, the title of the previous NPP was not “National Park Plan 2007-2012” as stated in the draft NPP. This gives the erroneous impression that it was only required to last until 2012.   Its title was “Cairngorms National Park Plan 2007”, giving the date of adoption, not the range of time for which it was to operate.  It also, of course, contained outcomes to the year 2030, clearly indicating that it looked far further ahead than 2012.   As the Park Plan 2007 included Priorities for Action for 2007 – 2012 and a series of desired five year outcomes, a review and update of these is necessary, but we question whether a wholesale revision and reassessment of objectives is necessary, particularly as these appear to significantly dilute the strength, and reduce the detail, of the Park Plan 2007.

Secondly, the draft NPP manifestly does not “build upon” the NPP 2007: it demolishes much of value in that plan and proposes replacing it with briefer, more general, less precise, statements that would be of less value in guiding proposals and developments precisely because of that brevity and greater generality.

The overwhelming assessment is that the draft NPP represents a dumbed-down NPP. One that is:

Firstly,  less likely to cause the pertinent observations made by the Reporters to the 2009 Local Plan Inquiry concerning the primacy of the NPP and the unfavourable light that that threw upon many of the allocations within the National Park Local Plan, and

Secondly, far less able to hinder damaging developments proposed within the new Development Plan or elsewhere.

An Camas Mòr

Overall, we are most surprised that the draft Park Plan makes no mention of such a major proposed development as An Camas Mòr until page 80, and then with no introduction or explanation to inform the casual reader that “the new community” is actually an entire New Town to be located in the heart of the National Park.   No other National Park in the UK has ever proposed such a development, and such would be unthinkable in most of the National Parks abroad.    One would therefore expect that the CNPA would include something like “make progress towards the construction of An Camas Mòr” within at least one of its long list of desirable five year Outcomes, but No. 

A diligent reader of the entire draft Plan would find another mention of An Camas Mòr within an apparent wish-list of developments said to be desired by the inhabitants of Aviemore (p 91), although the wording “The community too must remain ambitious…” implies that this ambition is being imputed to, or foisted upon, the inhabitants rather than arising spontaneously from them.   

This wish-list reads as follows:

a state of the art indoor sports centre,

the new community primary school,

the riverside park,

the new Tesco, and

the An Camas Mòr housing development
We believe that to conflate an entire New Town of 1,500 houses, together with all its inevitable associated ancilliary buildings and constructions, with other developments which each amount to no more than a single individual building is, at best, misleading.   

This proposed development threatens the credibility of the entire Scottish National Park system for many years, and invites ridicule from the rest of Scotland, the rest of the UK and abroad.

Members of the public have reacted with astonishment, incredulity, and with varying degrees of indignation or outrage that the CNPA is proposing the construction of a New Town in the middle of the National Park, and have contributed with great generosity to an Appeal for funds to finance a legal challenge to try to overturn the CNPA policy on certain of its housing developments as set out in the CNPLP.   

We believe that the CNPA should take note, rethink and reverse its housing policies.

National Park Principles

We note the several long-term principles set out on page 10 of the Draft Park Plan, and fully agree with the first sentence of these, that “The conservation and enhancement of the environment is central to National Parks”.  This statement must define all thinking in the Park Plan, and recognition of the National interest requires a wider focus than purely those local communities and businesses located within its boundaries.   The National Park Plan must have at least a National brief, and consider the National interest – all of Scotland’s people, more than solely visitors and local communities, both present and future generations. 

It is worth remembering that the population of Scotland is some 6 million – the National part of National Park – whilst the population with the good fortune to be living within the National Park is around 17,000, just over one-quarter of one per cent.

Indeed, the Scottish National Parks are part of a wider international community of Protected Areas, and should constantly strive to be among the very best of these, learning from their experience and contributing to knowledge of the very best practices of land management and wildlife conservation. 

We believe that the Cairngorms area was designated as a National Park because of its unique combination of landscape and wildlife habitats, both of which face many threats, including climate change and inappropriate developments, and that the principal responsibility of the Cairngorms National Park Authority (CNPA) is to conserve and enhance the Cairngorms environment for the benefit of present and future generations.   

Accordingly, we believe that a precautionary principle is fundamental.  “First, do no harm” should be uppermost in the considerations of those responsible for such a precious area.   Damage to wildness and fragile natural environments is easily incurred and is frequently irreversible - or, at best, extremely expensive and slow to undo.  Illustrations of this are shown by the cost and efforts to repair past damage which has led to (near-) extinction of rare species and reduction of woodlands and wildness caused by overgrazing, uncontrolled hill-tracks, and inappropriate developments.

For this reason, we believe that great care should be exercised in regarding National Parks as “a real opportunity to trial new approaches beyond business as usual”.  Such a generality may include real risks and threats with unforeseen disadvantages, and we urge the CNPA always to adopt the precautionary principle where there is a risk to the scenery or wildlife.

An additional National Park principle should be “To draw on, and benefit from, what has been learned elsewhere in sustainable tourism development, mountain management and the management of protected areas”.  There is wide, and long term, experience available from other mountain areas, eg The Alps, New Zealand, Canada and the USA, as well as in England and Wales, and we believe that the CNPA could learn much from studying the failures and successes experienced elsewhere.   At the least, this should enable the CNPA to avoid repeating the worst mistakes made elsewhere, such as the horrors of over-development seen in some areas of the French Alps – mistakes which the CNPA at present seem close to making with the development of wholly inappropriate massive hotel developments and excessive commuter-style or second home housing estates.

Similarly, with reference to the principles of tourism and visitor management, we emphasise the need for genuinely “sustainable” approaches to visitor management, where “sustainable” means that the approach can be maintained for year after year without irrevocably damaging, or withdrawing resources from, the area – whether these are environmental resources which may be damaged by inappropriate visitor management, or financial resources withdrawn to distant investors.   The Sandford Principle - that where public enjoyment (and even more so, economic development) is in irreconcilable conflict with the preservation of natural beauty in a National Park, then conservation of natural beauty must come first – must be followed at all times.

The CNPA must recognise that “Parks for All” does not, and cannot, mean “Parks for Everything”.  Choices have to be made, and the priority of conservation and enhancement must prevail.   Sustainable tourism must be one of the principles, but this does not simply equate to good visitor management.   Whether tourism is sustainable depends primarily upon the scale and form of development that is undertaken, as is demonstrated clearly by the international experience and detailed research.   These clearly show the advantages of local ownership and “soft tourism” over the “hard tourism” which is at present dominant in Aviemore.

The Geographical Context

Section 2 of the Draft Park Plan sets out many of the special landscape qualities of the Cairngorms, as well as the regional context of the area in relation to the surrounding regions and cities, and the rest of Scotland.   It states (p 13) that “Management of the National Park needs to .. make the most of the Park as an asset for these regions and Scotland as a whole.”   We find this phrase, “make the most of” unfortunately vague, and urge the Plan to express its intentions more clearly.  “Make the most of” is such an imprecise phrase that whilst it could refer to the exceptional landscape qualities of the Cairngorms, and the opportunity for the inhabitants of the rest of Scotland to enjoy and appreciate them, it could also refer to the availability of attractive building sites and “making the most of these” by using them as the locations for the development of dormitory commuter suburbs of Inverness, or large estates of holiday homes for the benefit of those from further afield.   We trust that the CNPA has in mind a meaning closer to our first illustration, but believe any such ambiguity should be eliminated by tighter wording.

Questions.

 Question 1

What makes the National Park Special to you?

The Cairngorms Campaign publication “The Cairngorms – Stepping Forward” 1997 states in this regard:

“Many books celebrate in prose and pictures the landscape and wildlife of the Cairngorms, one of the supreme natural areas of Western Europe. The high tops are frequently given special emphasis, but cannot be seen in isolation. The beauty of the hills is perhaps best seen reflected in a loch surrounded by native woodland, with wildlife forming a continuum that runs from the rivers to the high tops . Any management proposals for the Cairngorms Area must recognise this diversity and take account of the entire ecological and cultural unit.”

“The Area is of such outstanding national and international value for nature conservation that even an incomplete catalogue gives a strong sense of this natural wealth:

· one of the most important areas for mountain wildlife in the European Union;

· a concentration of glacial and post-glacial landforms;

· the home for many scarce plants, insects, birds and mammals with Arctic or northern distributions such as twinflower, capercaillie, dotterel and mountain hare;

· heartland of the remaining Caledonian woods – outliers of the boreal forest, which are national monuments as important as any cathedral;

· the bed for some of the least polluted rivers in Britain, including the world-famous Spey and Dee;

· breeding ground for uncommon wading birds and birds of prey, many of which are now rare in the UK

· in the fertile straths and extensive moorlands, a land worked by generations of farmers and crofters, stalkers and gamekeepers”

“It is also one of the finest landscapes in Europe, comprising the largest mass of high and wild land in the United Kingdom and including five summits above 4000 feet. The rolling granite plateaux are broken by deep glaciated glens and impressive corries which shelter high lochans. The feeling of remoteness and the expansive views are enjoyed by many hill users. In contrast to the wilderness of the plateaux, there are vast tracts of heather moorland and some of the most extensive remnants of old Caledonian pine woods. Birch woodland, marshes, meandering rivers, and remote glens all add to the diversity of scenery and wild land experience, while a range of historical and archaeological remains record the cultural history of this landscape. Farming in the more fertile straths, harvesting of the timber, and management of the heaths and woods have helped to shape the landscape, and all will play a significant role in its future.

“All these features are integral parts of the Area and they have long been recognised as attractions not just to local people but also to visitors from the rest of this country and from all over the world - international assets of immense value. The diversity is one of the main appeals of the Area: the hill walker may be a knowledgeable botanist, and the rock climber a keen downhill skier, but most recognise the fundamental spiritual value of the superb landscape in which they take their recreation.”  

These qualities are what make the Cairngorms special.

Question 2

Do you agree with these descriptions of the special qualities?

No.

The CC sees no reason, and none is given within the draft NPP, 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 special qualities in the draft NPP also contain the following statement, “Part of what makes the Cairngorms National Park special is that it is a National Park with people living and working in it.”

That is, at best, vacuous, and anyway demonstrably untrue.  Every single other national park in the UK contains people living and working in it, as does every single other part of the UK of similar size to the CNP, (including all potential future national parks).  In what way does the fact that the CNP has people living and working in it make it special? The answer, of course, is that it doesn’t.

That is not to say that the presence of people living and working in the CNP is not an important issue – it obviously is. But it does not make the CNP special. If the CNPA wishes to draw attention to the obvious, but not special, fact that the CNP is populated it might be better to refer instead to “important and special qualities”.

It is also the case that referring to the residents of the CNP as “special” may be construed as an insult to rural populations elsewhere in Scotland, who each have their distinctive identity and are just as “special” as those of the CNP.  Indeed, in as much as these other populations have not experienced the high rate of in-migration from elsewhere in the UK as has the CNP, their present populations can be said to more fairly represent the indigenous people of their areas.  It is inconsistent for the CNPA, charged with conserving the cultural heritage of the CNP, to promote rapid population growth that can only be accommodated by in-migration from elsewhere: that process dilutes the indigenous culture and is in danger of overwhelming it.

Further, the description “the harmony of complicated curves” as one of the “special landscape qualities” sounds like the kind of flowery language an estate agent might use to obfuscate the description of a house, and much the same can be said of many of the descriptions in Table 2.1. This is serious issue. The CNPA is charged by law with conserving and enhancing the natural heritage of the area, of which the special qualities are the fundamental expression. Yet the CNPA’s descriptions of these 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.

Key Theme 1starts:   “The huge granite mountains of the Cairngorms National Park are unique.”   Of course they are – what mountain isn’t unique?   And, of course they have influenced the landscapes and heritage around them –which mountains have no effect on the landscape or local heritage?   

Key Theme 3 talks of different areas sharing “deep connections to the same environments”, and the Park of being a place of “Mountain folk” and “Forest folk”.   In view of the history of the last 200 years of the area, we challenge the first, and believe the second comment is misguided.   Almost all of the population lives in the straths, and most of the forest is long gone.  Which of the two descriptions does the CNPA consider fits better the fast food server  in Aviemore, the shopworker in Tomintoul, the office worker in Grantown or the hairdresser in Ballater? 

The entire section on special qualities in the draft NPP (pp.13-15) represents a dereliction of responsibility by the CNPA towards the special qualities of the national park. It is completely unacceptable, and should be re-written, based on the special qualities section of the NPP 2007.

Question 3

Are there other special qualities you think should be explicitly identified in the National Park Plan?

The CNPA should do what it claims to have, but has not, done: build on the work of the NPP 2007. That would mean using the descriptions of the special qualities given in NPP 2007, but with some additions and revisions to provide more precise, comprehensive and authoritative descriptions. The Cairngorms Campaign remains willing to assist with that procedure, but sees little merit in adding to the profoundly inadequate phrases provided within the draft NPP.

Question 4

Do you think the long-term outcomes should be updated and condensed? If so,how?

No.

There should be no reduction in the number of outcomes though some revision is appropriate, which again should look towards providing more precise, comprehensive and authoritative information and guidance. The Cairngorms Campaign is opposed to any proposal to condense the long-term outcomes, since this would involve the loss of information and would be more likely to allow attrition of the special qualities of the park that the CNPA are charged with conserving and enhancing.   As a specific example of the problem “Extensive tracts of natural vegetation” and “Association with iconic animals” (in table 2.1) hardly comprise adequate descriptions of the specific species of plants, fungi and animals, including invertebrates, which must be conserved.

Further, we note that the proposed development of An Camas Mòr (which, of course, was never mentioned in the Park Plan 2007) is wholly incompatible with the desired long term outcomes of that first Park Plan:  No 6 – “new buildings will complement or enhance their setting, including the settlement pattern and character” is hardly compatible with an entire New Town in the context of a National Park, and No 14 – “..dependence on private car use will have reduced..” is also quite impossible with a New Town apparently built for, and inevitably occupied by, many commuters into Inverness.    The closest new five year outcome appears to be “people will make more use of public transport” (p 48) which is a lesser target.

Notably missing from the list of Challenges which the CNPA will face to 2017 (p 22) are:

·  the destruction of wildlife such as mountain hares and other problems arising from the intensification of grouse moor management  

· The threats from bio-invasion of dominant non-native species including mink, giant hog-weed on the Don, sika deer and invasive aquatic weed on the Spey.

· The importance of creating sustainable patterns of tourism, and

· The challenges of emergent land-uses arising from climate change and emerging government strategies on sustainability. 

Question 5

Do you agree the set of 10 outcomes provides the right focus for the next five years? If not, what else is more important?

There are some issues of importance in the list.

The Cairngorms Campaign would add:

“The Park’s communities will be more able to look to the future without concern about the unsympathetic cramming and expansion of their settlements and the erosion of their character and setting.”    

The importance of this outcome is evidenced by numerous statements set out in the Community visions in Appendix 4 to the Draft Park Plan – eg

“..quality and affordable housing .. will be supported.  This should be done using existing real estate and redevelopment where possible, to avoid harm to the visual and natural environment.”  (Ballater, p 92), 

“Residents are keen to hold on to the community’s strong identity which they feel could be at risk if the village grew much larger through the granting of inappropriate levels of housing development.   …the fear of becoming ‘suburban’…residents are looking for sympathetic design on a small scale..”  (Carr-Bridge, p 97), 

“..residents are however increasingly disturbed and frustrated about what they perceive as the allowing of ‘over development’ particularly with regard to the impact a proposed new housing development will have on the community.”  (Kingussie, p 109) 

 “Nethy Bridge’s concern for the future lies in what it sees as the risk of unsympathetic housing developments in scale and design.”  (Nethy Bridge, p 111), and

“Residents, the Newtonmore &Vicinity Community Council and the Newtonmore Business Association are united in their recognition that over development of the built environment .. will impact negatively on the community’s ability to encourage visitors to remain in the village..  The proposed ‘estate’ type block developments are out of character and will, ultimately, undermine the attractiveness and appeal of Newtonmore”  (Newtonmore, p 113).

Question 6

Which are the most important outcomes to you?

The Cairngorms Campaign is mainly concerned with matters associated with the natural and cultural heritage and with responsible recreation and understanding. It considers the most urgent attention needs to be given to outcomes 2, 3, 4 and 7, concerning the quality and connectivity of habitats, the conservation of important species, the qualities of wildness and the quality, location and size of new built development respectively.

Question 7 (Outcome 1)

A Do you agree that five-year outcome 1 is an appropriate one for this National Park Plan to 2017?

Enjoying, conserving, enhancing and learning about the CNP, “enriching the experience”, is an appropriate outcome, but this outcome should be reworded to ensure that it does not simply imply that more people are to be encouraged to visit the park. Whether that is an appropriate outcome is an entirely separate consideration and should not be confused with this outcome. 

The Cairngorms Campaign supports voluntary activities to conserve and enhance the CNP.

As well as encouraging responsible access, consideration needs to be given to land management techniques (eg closing or redirecting paths) to the same end.

Improvement of marketing and promotional material should concentrate on quality rather than quantity.

Organisation/promotion of a series of educative talks/ films about the Cairngorms etc. is supported by the Cairngorms Campaign.

Question 8 (Outcome 2)

A Do you agree that five-year outcome 2 is an appropriate one for this National Park Plan to 2017?

Yes, the Cairngorms Campaign supports this outcome. Species-rich grasslands (with reference to plants, fungi and/or invertebrates) are also important, and should not be overlooked by a focus solely on woodlands and wetlands.

There should be a presumption in favour of establishment of local provenance native woodlands by natural regeneration without the use of fencing.

Part of what is needed towards delivering this outcome is the clear identification by the CNPA of existing woodlands within the Ancient Woodland Inventory and a complete halt to any further loss of such irreplaceable habitats. This process should also identify “plantations on ancient woodland sites” (PAWS) and ensure that an urgent programme of restoration to full native quality by the most ecologically appropriate techniques is delivered.

E Do you agree with the indicators and targets suggested for this outcome?

No. Simply measuring the overall increase in area of woodland (if found) would give no indication of qualitative changes and no indication of – indeed would hide - losses of established woodlands.

Established woodlands should be monitored both for area and quality (absence/presence of exotic tree species, presence/absence of characteristic flora/fauna) separately, so that losses and qualitative changes can be monitored. The target should be 0% - no change, ie no loss at all.

Monitoring of any change from non-woodland to woodland should occur separately and involve recording of species involved and technique (planting/regeneration/ fencing/deer reduction) used

We believe that the CNPA should also set longer term targets, beyond 5 years, in order to emphasise the continuing and long term importance of this objective.

Further, we believe that delivery of the Cairngorms Deer Framework will be insufficient to resolve the problems caused by over-grazing by excessive and un-naturally high populations of deer, as demonstrated by evidence recently provided to the Mar Lodge review.    

Question 9 (Outcome 3)

A Do you agree that five-year outcome 3 is an appropriate one for this National Park Plan to 2017?

Yes, the Cairngorms Campaign supports this outcome.  It requires the detailed identification of the species to which it refers.   The CNPA should be prepared to challenge strongly those land-owners whose policies, such as the intensification of grouse-moor management, are having such destructive effects on species such as mountain hares and moorland birds.

C Are there any better packages of work that would deliver the outcome?

Increased monitoring and recording for species to identify which species are present and what is their distribution. This is particularly important in sites that are threatened with development or other radical change.

Questions 10 (Outcome 4)

A Do you agree that five-year outcome 4 is an appropriate one for this National Park Plan to 2017?

Yes, the Cairngorms Campaign and the Scottish Wild Land Group strongly support this outcome.

However, the definition of wild land that appears to inform the map (p.68) may be unduly restrictive and appears to be mainly based on the distance from roads, and altitude. The CNPA should consider a broad definition of wild land, rather than the somewhat arbitrary outcome of a geographical information map-based exercise. There are many areas of low ground where lack of obvious human activity and presence of vegetation and landform not greatly or obviously modified by human actions could qualify as wild land.   It is also important to similarly protect long-established landscapes that include a history of human influence, even though such landscapes could not be referred to as wild.

“Protecting the park from dramatic or incremental and cumulative changes” (p 36) is a particularly important outcome and examples of such changes include hill-track developments (including “upgrading” of previous old tracks), the long-term impact of deer fencing, forestry clear fells and re-structuring, and built developments.

However, it is regrettably the case that much of the most serious losses of wild land are as a direct result of actions, or lack of them, by the CNPA. Only very recently, the CNPA has welcomed the findings of the Mar Lodge review, which recommends resort to a shield fence several kilometres long on open wild land between Glens Lui and Dee to the west of the Linn of Dee. If that fence is built and performs its function it will not only represent an intrusion into the landscape in its own right, but also imprint a hard edge of woodland versus moorland upon the land for decades into the future. Similarly, the built development of An Camas Mor, endorsed by the CNPA, would destroy what is presently a landscape of heath and regenerating native woodland of considerable appeal. 

B Do you agree that the packages of work identified for this five-year outcome would deliver it?

No. There is a need for the CNPA to be more pro-active in encouraging or requiring the removal of hill tracks and other undesirable developments, as well as preventing them, or not granting them planning permission, in the first place.   Specifically, it is insufficient that “Land managers will all follow best practice guidance on the design and maintenance of hill tracks” – this means “build hill tracks nicely” when the policy should be a very strong presumption against any more such tracks, with encouragement for the removal of many existing tracks.  

Question 12 (Outcome 6)

A Do you agree that the five-year outcome is an appropriate one for this National Park Plan to 2017?

No.

The information, such as it is, provided by the CNPA on the economic status of CNP residents (eg “many of the people are relatively worse off than people in other parts of Scotland” (p 42) – self-evidently true for almost anywhere, because it is so imprecise, but the intention is loosely apparent) 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.

Against that background should be set the present economic circumstances, for example as outlined by the recent comment by Michael Saunders, UK economist at Citigroup:

“We expect the UK’s cumulative growth over 2008-16 will be similar to, or worse than, Japan’s lost decade and the UK’s worst recession/recovery cycle of the last 100 years (excluding effects of World War 1 and 2). And it may be even worse than we expect. There is no accepted definition of depression: but this may qualify”.

and endorsed by Bill Jameson, “This is no ordinary cyclical recession but the onset of a new era. It will transform not only our own financial prospects but a political culture accustomed for decades to raising expectations and then meeting them by resort to ever more debt and borrowing.”

 (http://www.scotsman.com/news/cartoon/bill_jamieson_small_window_of_opportunity_1_1990790)

In these circumstances, for the CNPA to promote an outcome that refers to the previous CNP economy as “fragile” and “with relatively low wage structures” and looks forward to an economy that will have grown substantially, appears not only unrealistic, but insensitive to the difficulties faced elsewhere in Scotland.

Instead, it seems more appropriate for the CNPA to explore and promote adoption of “transition town” status for its communities, where economies certainly diversify and rely upon the distinctive qualities of their environments, but where the dubious imposter of growth is assigned a far less exalted status.

Question 13 (Outcome 7)

A Do you agree that five-year outcome 7 is an appropriate one for this National Park Plan to 2017?

Yes, although this Outcome must represent the most blatant example of the gulf between aspiration and reality that the CNPA’s management has produced to date.  Indeed, this aspirational Outcome is overwhelmingly at odds with the CNPA’s performance in approving the largely luxury developments such those of Burnside, Aviemore or at Braes of Balnagowan, Nethy Bridge. It is, of course, the case that the allocations within the CNPA Local Plan 2010 for major housing developments on heathland and regenerating native woodland at An Camas Mòr, within pinewoods at Carrbridge, and ancient woodland at Nethy Bridge, amongst others, render this Outcome 7 completely unobtainable if they are progressed. The stark contrast between this Outcome and the actuality of what people are experiencing on the ground or know is in the pipeline simply brings the CNPA into disrepute: people know when they are being lied to.

Part of the sadness of this situation is that it has happened so often before: history is replete with examples of overdevelopment that has ruined once treasured landscapes of great value for their natural heritage. Yet the CNPA seems to think that it can do what’s never been done, that it can win what’s never been won: the impossible prize of marrying rapid and substantial developmental growth with adequate protection of the natural and cultural heritage. This hubris threatens to be the ruin of the Cairngorms National Park. 

We strongly believe that the CNPA approach to housing development is deeply flawed, and that the CNPA should withdraw its existing policy and rethink, rejecting all large housing developments in the Park.

 To take just one example:  http://www.physorg.com/news180713261.html , see below:
“Housing growth near national parks may limit conservation value

December 22, 2009 

The growth of housing near national parks, national forests and wilderness areas within the United States may limit the conservation value that these protected areas were designed to create in the first place, a new study has found. 

The researchers determined that housing development reduces the potential of these protected areas to serve as a modern-day "Noah's Ark," interrupting potential travel corridors for some animals, and altering habitat for others.

Results of the study are being published this week in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.

"These protected areas have become an amenity that actually attracts housing development," said Roger Hammer, an Oregon State University sociologist and one of the co-authors of the PNAS study. "Housing is a convenient gauge because it is something that is easily measured and can be traced back to the 1940s. In essence, it serves as a proxy for human development impacts that include everything from roads to strip malls."

In their study, the research team looked at how the growth of housing adjacent to protected areas has created a patchwork quilt of land use that essentially has shrunk the impact of the conservation areas. The researchers did not look at potential impacts on individual species, but rather focused their study on how the housing growth has changed the landscape.

Between 1940 and 2000, 28 million housing units were built within 50 kilometers of protected areas in the United States. During the last three decades, the rate of housing growth near these areas has accelerated at the rate of about 20 percent a decade.

In fact, since the 1990s the growth of housing within a single kilometer of protected areas has far outpaced the national average of new housing units, according to Hammer, a demographer in OSU's College of Liberal Arts.

"The real growth began in the 1970s with a 'back to the land' movement, when proximity to the workplace became less important in determining housing location than living in a rural area," Hammer said. "That was the first time that growth in metropolitan areas was outpaced by growth in more rural areas in this country."

Hammer and his colleagues say that if long-term housing trends continue on the same trajectory, another 17 million housing units will be constructed within 50 kilometers of protected areas by the year 2030. The situation actually could worsen, the researchers acknowledge, because baby boomers are just beginning to hit retirement age - and that could affect housing in rural areas.

"Housing issues will not go away," Hammer said. "The largest cohort of baby boomers was born in the mid-1950s and they're just beginning to hit Social Security age. Retirement has been a key factor in the increase of housing near protected areas - and that probably won't change."

Hammer and his colleagues say that the growth of housing near these protected areas includes both full-time and part-time, or vacation, dwellings.

"The growth of seasonal homes has been a driving factor in the proliferation of housing units built near protected areas," Hammer pointed out. "But from a research standpoint, it's difficult to gauge a difference between a so-called permanent home and a second dwelling. A seasonal home may be actually be used on a year-round basis and a lot of dwellings that begin as vacation homes may become permanent residences when the owners retire."

Question 14 (Outcome 8)
A Do you agree that five-year outcome 8 is an appropriate one for this National Park Plan to 2017?

Yes. 

B Do you agree that the packages of work identified for this five-year outcome would deliver it?

They will make some contribution, but they completely ignore (other than minimising carbon loss) what is probably the greatest contribution that the CNP can make to this problem: that of carbon sequestration.

C Are there any better packages of work that would deliver the outcome?
The CNP is particularly well placed to contribute to carbon sequestration, yet this is almost ignored by the CNPA. The CNP, almost certainly, can make a very much greater contribution per capita by carbon sequestration than the measures outlined within Outcome 8. These latter, since they will be applied to the relatively small population of the CNP will, even if successful, make a not much greater contribution than similar measures applied to an urban situation. Of the ten bullet points outlining “What’s needed to deliver this outcome?” eight or nine are equally applicable to urban situations.

The carbon sequestration measures for which the CNP is particularly well suited relate to land management changes. Scottish Natural Heritage estimate that if all of Scotland's peatlands were undamaged, they would store about 40 per cent of the carbon emitted by generation of our domestic electricity, and that our peat soils at present contain nearly a third as much carbon as that held by all of Europe's forests.

However, the predominant land-use within much of the CNP is for sport shooting. This requires large numbers of red deer or burning of heather for grouse, both of which minimise the carbon storage ability of the land. Moving away from this land-use would allow degraded soils, denuded ground vegetation and absent woodlands to recover their carbon sequestrating potential, whilst providing other environmental benefits in terms of biodiversity, landscape, river quality and flood control.

Yet this benefit isn’t even addressed by the CNPA, and indeed just this week the CNPA announces that it, “welcomes publication of the independent [Mar Lodge estate] review and we look forward to working with NTS to take forward its recommendations.” If those recommendations are taken forward, then deer number will remain higher than they would otherwise be and the carbon sequestrating potential of Mar Lodge (and perhaps other) estate(s) will be diminished. The CNPA’s support for the sporting interests over Mar Lodge is indicative of its failure to champion both natural heritage and carbon sequestration issues there and is an unacceptable position for a national park authority to adopt.

This example illustrates the lack of joined-up thinking of the CNPA. The CNPA correctly identifies carbon emissions reduction as an important issue but then fails to identify the measures that likely have the overwhelming potential to address this problem. This is so, even though other large estates, notably Glen Feshie and Abernethy, are courageously already well on the way to tackling this problem, albeit incidentally to their main objectives.

Question 19

Do you agree with the opportunities and threats identified?  If not, why?

Under Farmlands, the Weaknesses should include: Rising energy costs, and also the increasing shortage of certain key farming skills such as those of skilled shepherds (also referred to under Threats).   Other Threats include the ageing population of certain sectors, including hill farmers, and the lack of new entrants to those sectors.

Under Forestry, a Weakness is the artificially high level of deer population which prevents natural regeneration. Although this is briefly referred to under Threats, “inappropriate grazing by stock or wild mammals”, more specific reference should be made to the excessive number of deer which, of itself, prevents regeneration – high deer numbers inevitably imply wholly destructive, and therefore grossly inappropriate, grazing which eliminates variety and wholly prevents (not merely reduces) any regeneration.

Under Rivers, lochs, wetlands and floodplains, Strengths include the diversity and high conservation value of water bodies from major catchments to high altitude lochs, and the extensive wetlands.

Under Mountains, moor and heathland, Weaknesses should include the instability of land-ownership, which can produce rapid changes of policy, and also the increasing persecution of wildlife deemed unhelpful to the particular sporting interest of certain land-owners.

Opportunities mentioned include the need for alternative income sources for the ski industry in case of climate change, but there is no mention, as there should be, of the Weakness from the financial unviability of the Funicular, which loses money and is completely unsustainable without major on-going support from HIE.   There is also the inevitable looming Threat (which is really an Opportunity for the mountains) of the need to decommission the Funicular at some point in the future when the economics become unsustainable or it is no longer possible to keep it running safely, and to restore the route of the Funicular which has been entombed in concrete.  

Policy Direction 1 Enhance the special landscape qualities
Question 21

A Do you agree with the proposed approach? 

Yes in broad terms. However we have very serious misgivings about the CNPA’s assessment of landscape, for example in relation to An Camas Mòr, because of the CNPA’s apparent view that an entire New Town will provide better landscape qualities than lowland heath, native pinewood, or grassland.

B Would you suggest a different or additional policy approach?
1. We recommend in paragraph 1 that the sentence:

 “Conserving and enhancing these qualities needs work on a big scale, on the scale of the landscape itself.” 

be changed to 

“Conserving and enhancing these qualities needs work on a range of scales from the smallest to the very large.” 
The qualities that make up the landscape exist on a whole range of scales, including small scale; qualities at all these scales need to be conserved and enhanced.

2. Policy approach 2: “Wildness in the CNP (see map on the following page) can be interpreted as a result of a matrix of natural and cultural qualities.” We are not clear what the CNPA means by “It could be considered as an effective proxy for a range of individual qualities at a landscape scale”. For example, to some people open moorland can be wilder than a woodland, whereas others may feel the opposite. Therefore we are unclear how wildness may act as a proxy for landscape qualities. This is an important issue to be clarified.

3. Map of Wildness Qualities. We recommend that a larger version of the map should be provided in order to make it more informative and clearer. We also have considerable misgivings concerning the sensitivity of the map in identifying wild land correctly or objectively.  Such maps are produced from a weighted accumulation of different geographical qualities, in which the particular qualities, and the weights applied to them, are very much a matter of choice or personal judgement.   It may be more helpful to consider a range of such maps, which can be produced readily, using different qualities and relative weightings.

4. We recommend that the CNPA provides information on the criteria it used to assess high to low wildness qualities to enable people to better interpret the map. For example it seems anomalous that areas in moderately remote locations and areas immediately around settlements are both classed as low wildness quality.
Policy Direction 2 Enhance biodiversity
Question 22

A Do you agree with the proposed approach?

Yes, we welcome this policy direction.

B Would you suggest a different or additional policy approach? 

We recommend in paragraph 1 that the sentence “The National Park can also play a significant part in working towards Scotland’s 2020 biodiversity targets” be changed to “The National Park will also play .. etc”. This would more accurately reflect the CNP’s outstandingly rich biodiversity and the CNPA’s requirement to enhance the natural heritage.

We recommend that the LBAP should be reviewed in advance of drawing up the CNPP and CNPLDP to allow for delivery of the LBAP to be incorporated into these two plans.

We note that the 4th policy approach may require conservation action at short, medium and long timescales (e.g. for capercaillie); we recommend that this is clearly stated.

Policy Direction 3 Expand and enhance woodland 

Question 23

A Do you agree with the proposed approach? 

The proposed approach is so vague that it is impossible to make an informed judgement. It refers solely to increasing the area of woodland cover, targeted upon linking existing woodland.

The lack of deep analysis and unwillingness to face difficult issues where conflicting interests are exposed, as referred to earlier in our response, may be illustrated with reference to this issue of woodlands.  Here, the following may be noted:

· There is no recognition of the status of ancient woodlands and the plants and animals associated with them, perhaps because the CNPA persists in allocating such woodland for housing and industrial development.

· There is no discussion of the need to change (ie increase) the ratio of native to exotic species.

· There is no acknowledgement of the invasive nature of some exotic tree species.

· Native woodlands are referred to as “productive”, ie. there is little recognition of the intrinsic values of native woodlands and the need for non-intervention and non-extraction zones within woodlands.

· There is discussion of the need for woodland expansion, but no guidance on the species involved or the techniques to be employed to encourage expansion, whether by intrusive methods involving fencing and ploughing, or by natural regeneration on open unploughed land.

· There is no mention of the value of soils, other than carbon-rich soils, that are the foundation of woodlands.

Thus, this Policy could be interpreted to mean expansion of exotic commercial conifer plantations established by planting on ploughed ancient soils behind deer fences – perhaps in geometrical blocks. We would be strongly opposed to such a Policy.

Similarly, although the Policy refers to “enhancing” woodlands, there is no discussion at all of what that means for existing woodlands, or how it can be brought about. The CNPA should state what it means by enhancement of existing woods, to include removal of exotics from plantations on ancient woodland sites, reducing (or in some cases increasing) grazing pressure, removal of invasive exotic plants and animals (including invasive tree species), establishing non-interference and no-take zones, management of human visitor pressure (particularly to reduce disturbance to sensitive species).

We would support the expansion of local provenance native woodlands predominantly by natural regeneration on unploughed soils (though with recognition that planting and fencing might be appropriate in some cases).

We would support the enhancement and protection of existing woods by the methods outlined above and, where appropriate, restructuring to enhance landscape, amenity and nature conservation interests.

This Policy needs to be completely re-written so as to make clear to what it refers. 

Policy Direction 4 Enhance resilience of habitats and land use to climate change

Question 24 

A Do you agree with the proposed approach?

 Yes. 

We would add that “Implications” for “Increasing biomass” also includes (by virtue of both increased biomass and increased porosity of soils) reduction of both rate and amount of run-off from land, thus reducing flood peaks and contributing to less extreme flows and better river quality.   Such positive results are strongly to be supported.

Policy Direction 5 Contribute to a low carbon economy
Question 25

A Do you agree with the proposed approach? 

Yes, in broad terms.
B Would you suggest a different or additional policy approach?

Please see comments under Question 14 on carbon sequestration that are directly relevant to this policy direction.

The CNPA should implement or commission research into the carbon sequestration potential of various types of land (wetlands, peatlands, woodlands, moorlands, etc) particularly to determine the carbon sequestration potential of land, currently under high grazing/burning pressure, should the regime be changed to one of low grazing/no burning, which allowed natural regeneration of woodland, increased ground biomass and increased carbon storage in soils.

Policy Direction 6 Provide high quality recreation opportunities
Question 26

A Do you agree with the proposed approach? 

Yes in broad terms

B Would you suggest a different or additional policy approach? 

We are concerned that the CNPA should not blindly seek to increase use of the CNP for recreation, regardless of environmental impacts (e.g. on habitats and species), impacts on other users, and loss or reduction in wildness qualities.   The Sandford Principle for National Parks makes it abundantly clear that where the interests of recreation and conservation are in conflict, then conservation must prevail.

Policy Direction 7 Target proactive advice and public support to help land managers deliver multiple benefits
Question 27

A Do you agree with the proposed approach?

Only in some respects.

B Would you suggest a different or additional policy approach? 

We are concerned at the open ended nature of Policy Approach 6 (“Investigate alternative ways to pay land managers for the value of the public benefits delivered.”). We are very concerned that such payments should not in any way be liable to the criticism of being a ‘gravy train’. 

Policy Direction 8 Develop sustainable patterns of settlement growth, infrastructure and communications
Question 28

A Do you agree with the proposed approach? 

No

B Would you suggest a different or additional policy approach?

We are very critical of the following statements, which appear to lack analytical rigour.

Paragraph 1 states “Achieving the vision for the National Park needs communities that are sustainable in economic, social and environmental terms.” 

Considering the length of time that settlements have existed in the Park and the many changes that they have seen it is unjustified to suggest that they lack resilience and may not be sustainable in any respect in the future. 

Paragraph 1 continues “It needs settlements that create a sense of place”. 

We consider the housing developments decided on by the CNPA to date have failed to create a sense of place; they are indistinguishable from developments outwith the CNP, e.g. in parts of Inverness and Moray, and have contributed negatively to the built environment of the communities upon which they have been imposed. We therefore query what the CNPA is going to do so differently from 2012 onwards that is going to turn this proven poor track record around.

Paragraph 1 continues “It needs .. settlements where people want to live and work, and that encourage mixed and balanced communities.”  

To suggest that the CNP does not already have settlements where people want to live and work is far-fetched. The CNP has some of the highest property prices in the country, and is a highly sought after place to live and work. The reference to mixed and balanced communities needs to take account of the age-related trends in the whole country, to avoid any special pleading, and note that Aviemore actually has a younger population than the average. There doesn’t therefore appear any basis for suggesting that the CNP has substantially less mixed or balanced communities than the average, as indicated by the following information from the 2001 census: 

	Percentage of population aged
	Aviemore
	Boat of Garten
	Nethy Bridge
	Highland
	Scotland

	0-4
	5.9
	5.1
	5.1
	5.4
	5.5

	5-14
	12.6
	12.6
	9.6
	12.9
	12.4

	15-24
	11.1
	6.3
	7.6
	10.6
	12.5

	25-44
	32.4
	27.1
	22.0
	27.4
	29.2

	45-64
	26.5
	29.5
	30.8
	27.1
	24.5

	65-74
	6.8
	12.7
	13.5
	9.3
	8.8

	75+
	4.7
	6.7
	11.3
	7.3
	7.1


      

It is, of course, the case that the CNP does not possess large further education institutes and that therefore many persons in the 15-24 age bracket will studying outwith the CNP during the census period, and not be included in the above figures. 

We do not support Policy Approaches 1-3. 

Policy approach 1 Implications

We disagree that growth should be supported in all communities and disagree that it is achievable to have growth that is incremental and reflects existing scale and patterns of development because of the various permissions already in the pipeline and allocations in CNPLDP. For the same reason we disagree that existing planning consents support this strategy – the scale and pattern of such consents cannot justifiably be said to be incremental and reflect existing development.

We are concerned that this demonstrates internal inconsistency within CNP Plans; inconsistency between the CNPA’s written statements and their planning decisions; and gives an impression that the CNPA says one thing and does another.

Policy approach 2 and Implications

Policy approach 2 states “Develop the new community of An Camas Mòr as the main focus for growth in Badenoch and Strathspey”. 

We disagree that An Camas Mòr  (ACM) should be the main focus of growth in Badenoch and Strathspey.   Growth should be focussed in existing settlements, not in a New Town which is a wholly inappropriate development in a National Park.  This proposed New Town conflicts with Park aims and contradicts many of the outcomes expressed in the 2007 and 2012 NPPs. 

The Implications state “Focuses growth in the most sustainable way on a new community with good transport connectivity and the opportunity to plan and develop a functioning community.”

We disagree that ACM focuses growth in the most sustainable way. The location of ACM necessitates travel to access services that already exist in established communities.   Initially ACM will have no or few services of its own, and it is an unknown how long this situation will persist.  ACM requires sewage connections that could require energy-demanding pumping; ACM will impact directly and indirectly (through recreational impacts) on rare species and priority habitats to a greater extent than would be the case at some other locations; ACM requires the construction of a new road which will need to be maintained, treated in winter etc; at some other locations existing roads could be used. 

We disagree that ACM would represent an example of notably good transport connectivity and consider that the proposed transport links are nothing exceptional.   ACM has no railway; its proposed bus service to Aviemore may prove nothing more than what other communities enjoy and may attract no more use, bearing in mind that for all senior citizens bus travel can be free; its proposed non-vehicular path to Aviemore may prove no more popular than the equivalent route between Newtonmore and Kingussie. There is no reason to believe that people in ACM will use their cars any less than people living in Aviemore, and they may use them a good deal more because they live away from the services and transport connections that exist at Aviemore.

The Implications continue “Relieves pressure for development on other settlements in Badenoch and Strathspey with less capacity to accommodate development.” 

We consider it is inconsistent to state that ACM would relieve pressure on other settlements. This is inconsistent with the CNPLDP which clarifies and justifies that housing for people in all settlements is appropriate so that they can live in their settlement of choice, and it is also inconsistent with the large housing developments promoted by the CNPA in these villages.

We do not consider there should be the level of growth in Badenoch &Strathspey that is proposed in ACM.

The CNPA must define what it means by sustainable. The high level of housing promoted by the CNPA is clearly unsustainable in terms of environmental impacts.   It is notable that no analysis of carrying capacity has been undertaken by the CNPA and no indication of if, or when, that present unsustainable high level of growth will cease.

Such a high level of growth creates problems, distorting the local economy towards an economy based upon, and requiring, ever more development, which makes it more difficult to change the longer and more intensely it continues.   The concentration on large developments also disadvantages small local building firms.

Policy Approach 4 

“Support well planned improvements to the A9 road and main railway line … Ensure effective planning of improvements to safeguard natural heritage while maximising the views and enjoyment for visitors to be had from these routes.”

We are concerned at predictable impacts on natural heritage of dualling the A9, (as recently announced) which will increase the barrier to wildlife movements and increase wildlife road mortality. 

We note with concern that the CNPA has noticeably failed to achieve a ‘well planned improvement to the A9’ at Crubenmore, either in terms of access or wildlife.  The CNPA will therefore need to raise its standard substantially if this Policy Approach is to prove realistic.

6 Delivery of the Cairngorms National Park Plan 2012-2017

We are concerned that the CNPA should  show clear and strong leadership when working within partnerships and  that the CNPA’s leadership demonstrates unequivocal commitment to safeguarding the natural heritage of the Park.    For a Partnership to operate effectively requires a Senior Partner, and the CNPA should eagerly and actively fulfil this role, setting clear policies and boundaries determined by its responsibilities towards conservation and enhancement of the natural heritage.

The Cairngorms Campaign

The Scottish Wild Land Group

9 December 2011
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