
Democracy and planning – almost 400 objections to Flamingo Land and rising

Description

The gulf between the rhetoric of the Scottish Establishment on the need for community involvement in
planning and reality has created a massive crisis for the Flamingo Land Planning Application at
Balloch. Â  This post takes a look at people’s response to the Flamingo Land application, considers the
key issues and the implications of what is going on both for the Planning Bill, currently being
considered by the Scottish Government, and neo-liberal models of economic development which still
rule how the Scottish Establishment thinks and behaves.

 

The objections to the Flamingo Land Planning Application

You would never know from looking at the Loch Lomond and Trossachs National Park Authority
Planning Portal that, in the four weeks since the Flamingo Land Application appearedÂ (see here),
there have been almost 400 objection to the Flamingo Land consultation:
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Screenshot of Planning Portal

The vast majority of the 478 documents now on the LLTNPA Planning Portal are objections but you
cannot tell this just from looking at the Portal as, without exception, they are classified as a
Contribution and then described as “Correspondence”.Â Â Â  The planning portal software, however,
allows all contributions to be classified as SUPPORT or OBJECTION as this extract from the
Cairngorms National Park planning portal shows:

Extract from contributions from public to the Artificial Ski Slope Planning Application at Cairngorm. Note, that the
system also allows neutral contributions as in contribution from Charles Cook second from bottom.

So why hasÂ  the LLTNPA, a self-proclaimed beacon of planning excellence, not classified all the
contributions its received to date as Objections or Support like the CNPA?Â Â Â Â  It appears the
LLTNPAÂ  wants to make it as difficult as possible for the public and the media to understand what is
going on.

 

The local public consultation held by the Community Council

The Balloch and Haldane Community Council held a local consultation event a week ago on the
Planning Application.Â  It was a packed meeting, with 167 local people apparently attending, although
Gordon Watson, Chief Executive of the LLTNPA, Scottish Enterprise and Flamingo Land all gave their
apologies.Â  The locally elected LLTNPA Board Member, David McCowan, and West Dunbartonshire
representative on the Board, Councillor Diane Docherty, however, were both there as were local
councillors, Jonathan McColl (who is the SNP Leader of the West Dunbartonshire Council) and Sally
Page (Conservative and Unionist) .

The reports I have had from people who attended the meeting is that 35 to 40 people spoke about the
Planning Application and there was not a single voice in favour.Â  In other words there is now massive
opposition locally to Flamingo Land and my informants reported that the locally elected representatives
present were visibly shocked by the strength of feeling. A report on Commonspace (see here) – the
mainstream media are still to report on what is going on – also confirmed what my informants told me,
that Jonathan McColl, the WDC SNP Council Leader, said at the end of the meeting he had totally
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changed his view about Flamingo Land since listening to the passionate and well articulated
objections.Â  (Since writing this I have learned there has been extensive coverage in the Daily Record 
(see here).

WhetherÂ  this leads to West Dunbartonshire Council opposing the application – this would be an ideal
opportunity for local SNP councillors to demonstrate they are capable of standing up against the
Scottish Government – or whether the Balloch and Haldane Community Council, which had previously
supported the development of the Riverside Site, now lodges an objection remains to be seen.Â Â 
One local elected representative has, however, lodged an objection to the application:

Counclllor Bollan is from the West Dunbartonshire Community Party.
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Planning and democracy – the gulf between rhetoric and reality

My own local community was, like Balloch, a year or so ago involved in a community planning event –
a charrette – at the end of which our local MSP, who just so happens to be Nicola Sturgeon,Â  spoke
passionately about the need for local communities to drive planning processes.Â Â Â Â  The Scottish
Government consultation “Places, People and Planning” which was supposed to be all about involving
people in creating better places and making economic development more sustainable transmogrified
into a Planning Bill which would give even more power to developers.Â  The nub of the problem is that
while the Scottish Establishment sees economic development as their top priority – rightly some of
them want to see new jobs – they believe only private enterprise can deliver this and that any
constraints on private business (whether through tax or the planning system) will drive investment
elsewhere.

The consequence is we end up with tick box planning exercises in which any old development, even in
National Parks, is dressed up to appear as “sustainable”Â  and as “meeting the needs of local
communities”.Â  The Cononish gold mine is a case in point (see here).Â  The truth is that the Scottish
Establishment, includingÂ  the LLTNPA Board and senior management team, have not a clue about
what sustainable economic development would look like and, what’s worse, are not prepared to hand
over real power to local communities to decide this for themselves.Â  Flamingo Land provides a perfect
example of all that is going wrong.

After Scottish Enterprise acquired the site, their first major proposal was to use it for housing – that
would have achieved maximum sale value – but this was defeated not least by opposition from the
Friends of Loch Lomond and Trossachs who rightly thought that the shores of Loch Lomond and the
River Leven should not be covered by a housing development. The site was then earmarked for
recreational and leisure development in the LLTNPA’s Local Development Plan.Â  This is all in line
with the Scottish Government wanting to put more emphasis on Local Development Plans with the idea
being that once something has been agreed as part of a Local Development Plan it should go ahead
with as few constraints as possible.Â  The problem is that earmarking land in the Local Development
for recreation and leisure could mean anything, from low intensity development to Flamingo Land’s 125
or so holiday lodges, hotels and leisure complex:Â  what has happened at Balloch shows is that until
people actually see what is being proposed they don’t object.Â Â  The whole idea therefore -that vague
allocations of space in Local Development Plans should be the be all and end all of the planning
system is therefore fundamentally flawed.

The LLTNPA, Scottish Enterprise and the Scottish Government, however, took the lack of objections to
the Local Development Plan as a green light to push ahead with intensive development of the
Riverside site all the while advising the local community NOT to comment or object until they saw
exactly what was being proposed.Â  Meantime the LLTNPA was on the interview panel which selected
Flamingo Land as the preferred developer of the site – determining the type of development that would
be proposed – while the LLTNPA and Scottish Government included development of the Riverside Site
as one of its key performance indicators for the National Park’s Partnership Plan. None of this is
accidental –Â  Petra Biberbach, Convener of the LLTNPA Planning Committee, was one of the three
authors of the review of the planning system which led to the current Planning Bill – but it most
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certainly prejudices the whole planning process..

That such a gulf has developed between the local community and others who care about our National
Parks and our public authorities over Flamingo Land should give the Scottish Parliament all the
evidence they need about why the processes being proposed in the Planning Bill are so flawed.

 

The ideological gulf between developers and planners and the public

I have looked through quite a few of the objections to the Flamingo Land Planning Application.Â  They
vary from just a sentence to detailed critiques (within the context that the number of words that can be
submitted online are strictly limited).Â Â  What most objectors have in common however is a belief that
nature is very important to people and an understanding that National Parks should be special
places.Â  Here is one example:

Comment:As a frequent visitor to the area this proposed development is an outrage. Not only will it
destroy a vast area of natural beauty,tranquility and a historic part of Scotland but it will also
impact greatly on this areas infrastructure. People visit Loch Lomond to enjoy what it has to offer
at the moment,to destroy that and replace it with a glorified funfare will certainly act as a deterrent
to so many existing and potential visitors. This area deserves to be protected not exploited. Once
it has been destroyed we can never get it back.

The LLTNPA is likely to depict such objections as rants which they will contrast with the “measured”
“assessments” of professionals but the real contrast, I believe, is between the public’s understanding of
the importance of nature and the planning speak which is being used to justify the development
proposals.Â  Take Drumkinnon Wood, which is tucked behind Lomond Shores:

and then compare what is on offer at present from Flamingo Land:
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People aren’t stupid, this is complete and utter crap:

There is no reference to who uses the woods at present of what they think about it – local people
love to walk there – but instead they are a “quality setting for new lodges”.
Instead quiet enjoyment of the wood from the ground is to be replaced by a high tree walk which
will “celebrate existing mature trees”
And somehow, despite the Lodges, which will destroy lots of the ground vegetation and remove
lots of trees, and the tree top walkway there is a “chance” to enhance biodiversity.

I am reminded of the LLTNPA’s claims that 450,000 tonnes of spoil from the Cononish goldmine will
improve the natural landscape and area of wild land………………

And if you are still not convinced of the gulf between development speak and reality read the Transport
Assessment – all eight documents.Â  Lots of sophisticated models predicting a tiny percentage
increase in traffic in Balloch but which totally misses the point:Â  the place is gridlocked most holiday
weekends, local residents and visitors unable to move, but despite those facts Flamingo Land wants to
provide for and therefore attract more cars to the place.
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Its no wonder local people are up in arms.

The Way Forward

The Riverside Site is all publicly owned land (though Flamingo Land does own the land around
Woodbank House). Â  Â  If the Scottish Government can give the tiny community on the isle of Ulva
over Â£4m to buy their island, they can invite the people of Balloch to set up their own Community
Trust and then instruct Scottish Enterprise to gift it the Riverside Site on the condition its maintained in
community and public ownership for all time.Â  That would then enable a bottom up planning process
which I believe would result in “sustainable” economic development rather than the current model of
development at any price.

Our Public Authorities need to be brave enough to admit they have got it totally wrong at Balloch,
compensate Flamingo Land for any expenses they have incurred and re-start the planning process.

Any proposals for the site should, I believe, start by looking at what areas would be important to retain
in a natural state/keep free of development because of their importance to the local community and to
the wider public.Â  Drumkinnon Wood is the obvious example but I suspect there would be strong
cases made for other areas.Â  Instead of a single intensive development there would be low intensity
developments.Â  The local community might then decide to keep or adapt some of Flamingo Land’s
proposals – for example a number of holiday lodges accessed by foot or a walkers/cyclists hostel –
while ditching other elements and coming up with ideas of their own . That might then help create a
National Park worthy of the name.
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