
HIE’s and Natural Retreats’ works at Cairngorm – a catastrophe in the making

Description

I  predicted months ago that the track that Natural Retreats unlawfully created at the Shieling, and
which was subsequently granted planning permission by the Cairngorms National Park Authority,
would promote flooding and be subject to erosion (see here).   My thanks to the reader who, in the
downpour on Tuesday, visited the shieling to record what was happening at the Cas Gantry (works
which Highland Council agreed did not require planning permission because they were “de minimis”),
the new Shieling hill track and down below at the Coire Cas car park.   The photos tell a powerful tale.

Water overflowing the drain created above the bulldozed slope and running down
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beside the Cas Gantry.   You can see why the green fertiliser pellets have been washed away.  The
erosion has got worse since photo (left) previously featured in Parkswatch.  Highlands and Island
Enterprise and Natural Retreats have clearly done nothing to address the problem.

 

The erosion

is even worse directly adjacent to the Cas Gantry, where water has removed all the top soil (the hare
found strangled last week was under the girders to left of photo).    Before Natural Retreats was
allowed to undertake any work  here, full planning permission should have been required, including
hydrological surveys.
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Below the gantry, the water runs down the bank which was re-seeded at an earlier date.  This has 
helped limit the damage but for how long?    No slope as steep as this will be able to withstand this
amount of water for long.    The problem is the works at Cairngorm have altered the pattern of water
flows at Cairngorm, channelling water onto new ground which will not be able to withstand its erosive
force.
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The

unlawfully created Shieling hill track is on the slope below the bank.   As predicted water is running
straight down it and, after the dry spring and winter, one downpour has been sufficient to erode the
track.   The CNPA was warned that a track here was not only too steep, contravening SNH’s good
practice guidance on hill tracks, but would  serve to channel water more quickly off the hill, advice
which it ignored.    The suggestion from the North East Mountain Trust that the track be fully
revegetated and that occasional use of vehicles over heather would do far less damage has so far
been ignored.
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Washed out stones now litter the Shieling Hill Track.
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Below the

bottom of the Shieling rope tow (far distance) and by the unlawfully re-graded bank, the track has
become a burn.    You can see how water from the  bank which Natural Retreats claimed they had
“improved”is flowing onto the track.  There is no way of measuring how this compares to what
happened before, but the destruction of vegetation on the bank is likely to have increased the rate of
water run-off.
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All this increased water run off is not only increasing erosion of the natural environment, its impacting
on humans.   The bottom of the Cas carpark was a raging torrent and is.being washed away and down
into the lower Cas carpark.  Below that of course is the Allt Coire Cas and the people of Aviemore.

 

What needs to happen

 

The only good thing about planning disaster at Cairngorm is that, unlike in the case of most hill tracks
and other developments high up in the hills, what has happened is being closely monitored and well
documented by activists.  It should become a text book case of what not to do for every countryside
planner in Scotland.  It  also provides all the evidence the Scottish Government should ever need
about why ALL hill tracks should require full planning consent.  What the hill track at Cairngorm shows
is that as part of formal planning permission,  all such tracks should require a detailed assessment of
how they increase water run-off from the hill and what mitigatory measures, if any, could cancel this
out.     In my view where the impact cannot be 100% mitigated, the development should be refused –
full stop! – as should have happened at Cairngorm.
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I would never expect Natural Retreats to care about what has happened but the CNPA has repeatedly
claimed that its concerned about flood prevention and limitation.   So, when is it going to admit it has
made a disastrous mistake at Cairngorm, start holding HIE and Natural Retreats to account and insist
that they pay for a full hydrological survey which identifies options for addressing the problems
highlighted here?     As a first step, why not try North East Mountain Trust’s advice and re-vegetate the
Shieling Hill track?    As a second step, the CNPA could develop planning advice on hill tracks along
with conservation organisations, re-inforcing the SNH guidance and supplementing this with
information on flood prevention.
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