
Where is the guided walk income at Cairngorm Mountain going?
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Natural Retreats included this graphic in its announcement that its guided walks to the summit of
Cairngorm had stopped for another year.   It tells us a lot of what is going wrong at Cairngorm.

 

The walks cost £20 a shot which means Natural Retreats earned £36,640 from them between May and
October this year.   While the charge includes the return trip on the funicular  (cost for an adult £12) I
think we can safely say many of the people would never have taken the funicular unless they had been
able to go for a walk at the top.   So, I think its safe to say this is extra income for Natural Retreats and
extra visitors to contribute to its formal agreement with HIE (as written in the lease) that the minimum
number of visitors it should attract to Cairngorm each year should be 210,000.

 

These walks only happen because of the closed funicular system as explained on the Cairngorm
Mountain Website:
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In order to protect the plateau outwith our snowsports operation, funicular passengers are not 
permitted to exit the top station to go onto the mountain unless they are booked on a guided walk 
or a guided mountain bike descent.

The closed system, which was intended to protect the Cairngorm plateau, is being used by Natural
Retreats to raise extra income for itself.  At the same time Natural Retreats completely ignored their
own method statement for the West Wall Poma, work which is now completed, and needlessly trashed
a section of the plateau (see here).  

 

Highland Council were alerted to this

when the evidence of destruction first became evident early September but have still not responded to
the formal complaint which was submitted about unauthorised operations at the end of September.   
Another example of the totally ineffective system of planning enforcement in our National Parks.
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HIE meanwhile seem to be quite happy to allow Natural Retreats to destroy parts of the plateau on the
one hand – they have not intervened as far as I am aware in the breaches of planning permission at
the West Wall poma – while on the other charging people for walks to protect that same environment.

Part of lease agreement between HIE and Natural Retreats includes this clause:

 

Minimum of 1 Head Ranger and 2 season rangers to be employed for at least as many days and 
hours per annum as they are currently employed

So, maybe Natural Retreats are using the closed funicular system as a means to raise money to pay
for the Ranger Service.   £36,640 would be enough to pay for a Head Ranger.   The trouble with this
explanation is that as far as I am aware HIE still employ the Ranger Service at Cairngorm* and are in
discussions with the CNPA about creating a unitary ranger service as part of the strategy for
Glenmore/Cairngorm.  I will check with HIE about this but if they still employ the Rangers public monies
are being used to raise money for Natural Retreats.   The much bigger issue though is that despite
raising monies through the Ranger service for guided walks on the plateau, lower down the mountain
they are completely failing to maintain the infrastructure that would enable people to conduct their own
guided walks.
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The Cairngorm Mountain Garden Project is history repeating itself. It replaced the former Alpine Garden
created by Ben Humble which had been neglected and was removed by the creation of the funicular. It is
now sadly neglected.
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There is no sign of Natural Retreats investing in replacement signage
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The lack of care was very evident earlier this summer. No sign of the Alpine Bistort described by this sign.
No sign for the Dwarf Cornel which was easy to see.
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The bleeding of Cairngorm

 

The wider message behind the charges for guided walks and the lack of investment in signage for
walkers is really quite simple, Natural Retreats are taking every penny they can and investing as little
as they can get away with at Cairngorm.    The way they are treating interpretation is just a small
example of a much wider problem of what happens when you allow companies like Natural Retreats to
operate what should be public assets.

 

The accounts for Cairngorm Mountain Ltd, the company which is owned by Natural Retreats and
operates Cairngorm, show this quite clearly.  The last accounts ending March 2015 cml-accounts-to-
march-2015
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show a profit of £466,216.   I will come back to that figure and wider issues of how money appears to
be being drained out of Cairngorm in future posts but just a small part of that profit could have
renovated all the signs at Cairngorm and paid for a clean-up too.   Natural Retreats, in its first year of
running Cairngorm Mountain Limited chose not to invest  money in what would benefit Cairngorm but
instead to take make a profit.   This is the company which was widely touted as having the financial
resources to invest in Cairngorm.   I will come back to a wider look at Natural Retreats finances in
future posts but I believe understanding them is the key to understanding  everything that is happening
at Cairngorm, from the protection of the environment, investment in the ski area, treatment of
customers, whether skiers or summer visitors, to the treatment of staff.

 

A key question is why is HIE allowing all of this to happen?

 

Update

*I received this note from HIE on 22nd November “CML/NR have funded the Cairngorm Ranger 
Service since taking over the lease of the ski area”.     I am sorry I did not have time to check this 
properly before the post.  I think the main argument however stands and it raises questions about the 
National Park will be able to “Move to a single integrated ranger service across Cairngorm and 
Glenmore with increased presence on the ground” as set out in the Cairngorm/Glenmore Strategy 
approved in September.
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