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Scottish Government interference in National Parks to support business interests
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Minister backs hotel boss in

By Tam Ramage
Emyiedsbteraic ootk

SCOTLAND'S rural economy min-
ister has givem his backing to a
Strathspey hotel in its bid to zone a
corner of a field for car parking to en-
able the business to expand,

Coolin Watt, ¢wnier af the Carrbridge
Hared, claimed he has been frus-
trated by the Caimgorms Mational
Park Authority in moving things on
with developing the conference and
events side of the aperation.

He had applied for a section of
land measuring 38 metes Ly 65 me-
tres by the village's golf courss to be
rezoned i the Local Develapment
Flan (LOP), due to be adopted in
2020 maxar to the hotel, o allow for car
parking at Cartbridge on the Local
L'Iﬂrc]l:-plm'nt Flan,

He said: “The CNPA declined che
reqquest, recommending that the ho-
tel proceeds with a full planning ap-
plication - even though they had al-
reaufy rejected a pre-application,

“we're very disappointed with the

outceme of Friday's planning meet-
ing om the LOF in Nethy Bridge and
fizsel that thi board maennbees had not
been Rully briefed as to our circum-
stances hera,

“We are raising the mater with the
Scoitish Government, the CNPA and
our local elected members to see if
any flexibdlity can be found because
this no-go approach 15 unhelpiul 1o
susraknability and developrvent and
rmay well thwart what in effect would
be & multi-million pound investinent
in the: hotel's amenity and fcilites”

Mr Wart wants the hotel to build |

om recent swocess " To do so we need
mare parking spaces. This would al-
low us to operate throughowt the
year and combat the shouldeg se@san
problem. We need geacil help o
do that so whigwedi g the garklexder-
ship help?®

Sarathepey MSP Fergus Bwing said:

1 am concerned and disappoinied
that the reasonable requirements of
the Carrbridge Hoted have not found
favour with the CNPA. The park au-
thority has & statutory duty to advance

st e neore proactive inoand
cussed on delivering outcomes
peupl-: and businesses lacally,”
Musray Ferguson, the CNPAS d
rector of planning and rural develop

call for more vﬂlage prkmg

I ment, sabd: “We're aware of the recer

M THE ZONE! Rural Ecomomy Minister Fergus Ewing (1o0t] and Me Watl kave
s&en eye to eye on the question of re-zoning a small pateh of land for a car park
which the hetelier sas waubil Belp increass the village's eariing petaiial,

common sense, goodwill and posi-

economic and social developmaent,
tive, proactive effort surely these can

There need be no conflict between

helping business operate and Rlfll-  be accommodated.”

ing their conservation role. 1 have no issue with the good wark
“The hotel hos practical needs  that the staff of the CHPA carry our.

for parking space and with a bit of However the leadership of the park

| felling of trees at a site connected «

the Carrbridge Hotel and that thi
matter is curmently being investipate
by Forestry Commission Scodland.

“The hotel already has plannin
permission to extend the hotel an
the provisien of car-parking was ver
carefully cansidered in granting ths
approval.

‘Wi met the owner recently an
have advised that if they now requi
additional parking, the best way fo

* ward i ta submit a planning applica

i wiich ean then be considesed b
either aursalves or Highland Coun
Wi have already given pre-applica
tion advice on the site concerned s
the owmer is fully aware of the: issae
that need to e addressaed”

A Forestry Commission Scotlan
spokesman confirmed they wese in
vestigating an alleged illegal felling

At the end of June the Cairngorms National Park Authority Planning Committee considered the
responses to its public consultation on Local Development Plan, the Main Issues Report, which has
previously been covered on Parkswatch (see here for example). There were 331 responses and
these are summarised and considered in a 247 page report to the Committee (link to documents here).
The responses raise many issues, from the local to those of national importance, and some of
considerable complexity. There will be no-one will agree with ALL the decisions made the CNPA
Planning Committee as a consequence but the process to adopt a new Local Development Plan still
has a considerable way to go with further public consultation and then scrutiny by the Scottish
Government. | explain all this to put into context Fergus Ewing’s public intervention (see above) in
support of just one business a few days later.

The piece of land which Colin Watt, the owner of the Carrbridge Hotel, wished to have re-zoned for

“parking” comprises bog and trees and has recently been felled by the owner.

Mr Watt explained this

as follows in his response to the Main Issues Report (331CarrbridgeHotel response MIR) which, like
other responses, was published on the CNPA website:
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The current owners have harvested trees for safety and personal use
and will be replanting several hundred indigenous species of trees
round the perimeter of the site immediately once weather improves.

Whether Mr Watt was aware that these trees had been felled without a licence and therefore illegally
is unclear. Whatever the case Mr Watt, who says in his response he has an agreement with the
owner about using this land in future, could not create a car park here......... or the houses he also
wants to build ............. unless the trees had been felled.

Felling licences are issued by Forestry Commission Scotland, hence their investigation, which Mr
Ewing is responsible for as Cabinet Secretary for the Rural Economy. He has therefore in effect,
through backing Mr Watt’'s proposal, endorsed the illegal felling of trees. Perhaps he wasn’t aware of
this? Whether he was or wasn’t merits an investigation under the Ministerial Code of Conduct (see
here) and the FCS now needs to make transparent both its investigations in this case and the basis on
which it decides on what enforcement action to take.
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Mr Ewing has also however effectively tried to drive a coach and horses through the Local
Development Plan process in order to benefit one constituent. The area which Mr Watt wants
included in the Local Development Plan is labelled THC066 and lies north and west of the Carrbridge
Hotel. This area lies outwith the settlement boundary (the white line) shown in the Main Issues
Report. Agreeing settlement boundaries is key to prevent settlement sprawl and effectively marks a
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green belt around each community in the National Park which protects the amenity of local residents.
Changing settlement boundaries should therefore require very careful consideration but Mr Ewing
apparently want the CNPA to change the boundary just like that to benefit one local business.

While the Strathy article quotes Mr Watt as saying the area would be used for additional car parking for
the hotel, Mr Watt’'s response to the Main Issues Report also says he wants to construct 10-12 “Town
Home apartments” of 2-3 bedrooms for hotel staff. While everyone knows that affordable housing in
the National Park is a major issue, there are two reasons to be sceptical about Mr Watt’'s proposal.

The first is the last published accounts of the Carrbridge Hotel state that on average they employ 29
staff, so the proposal looks more than what is required to provide sufficient affordable housing. The
second is that there is already more than enough land allocated for housing in Carrbridge.

There were 151 responses to the section in the Main Issues Report on Carrbridge and most of these
were to express concern about the number of houses proposed for development site HI (on right of
map above). Inthe Main Issues Report the CNPA had already proposed reducing the area of this
development site (as marked on the map) to conserve woodland. As a result of the consultation the
the recommendation to the Planning Committee was that the number of houses could be reduced to
36 because there is sufficient capacity to meet demand in the area. Its a well argued case and
undermines Mr Watt's argument that a new site is needed to house his staff: the way to do this would
be to increase the percentage of affordable housing on the land-already allocated for housing within
Carrbridge, as has happened in other communities like-Braemar.” Doing so, incidentally, would mean
that staff were not dependent on Mr Watt for their housing.

There are also reasons to be sceptical about Mr Watt's argument that the land is needed for car
parking at the hotel. In 2016 the Carrbridge Hotel applied for and was given permission to extend the
hotel into the current parking area by building another 24 bedrooms thus reducing its size. Highland
Council Planners approved the plans to extend the hotel despite some very well argued submissions
from local people (see here for one) first that the hotel had ignored planning requirements in respect of
the car park for a number of years (with rubbish etc stored in the car parking area) and second that the
capacity was not sufficient. Instead they found:

“The applicant submitted supporting information, both with this application and the earlier 2016
submission, indicating that the operation of the hotel is largely coach based. Following detailed
assessment of this information, along with further clarification and additional information from the
applicant, the Transport Planning team has concluded that the proposed level of car parking is
sufficient to service the requirements of the hotel.”

What this suggests is that Mr Watt, or his agents at the time, appear to have told planners that car park
capacity at the hotel was sufficient to enable planning consent for the extension to go ahead (one of
the most frequent reasons for refusing developments is inadequate car parking). He now appears to
be saying the opposite.

The CNPA's response to Mr Watt’s representations was clearly set out in the report to the Planning
Committee:

THCO066 is a boggy wooded piece of land with deep peat. It has significant constraints that mean it
cannot be relied upon to deliver housing. With respect to the proposals from respondent 331, which
only affect part of the site, the development of housing here is considered inappropriate as it would
have a significant negative effect on the landscape of the locality and the setting of the village and golf
course. An LDP allocation for car parking is
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also unlikely to be appropriate. This element of the proposal would be better dealt with through the
submission of a planning application, where any proposals will be judged on its merits through the
development management process.

What the last sentence effectively says is that if Mr Watt needs a temporary parking area while the
hotel extension is being built that he should submit a planning application for this to go ahead (on the
land where the trees have been felled) but the area is not appropriate for permanent development. In
my view that was absolutely the right response to make.

Mr Watt however is not happy with this decision and has gone to Mr Ewing as his local MSP, as is his
right, but then Mr Ewing has been foolish enough to wade in before checking the facts and tried to
hammer the Cairngorms National Park Authority (once again) in public. Given Mr Ewing’s power its
commendable staff have stood their ground and the CNPA Board needs to too.

“Integrity” is one of the 7 principles that apply to those holding positions in public life, including Scottish
Ministers:

“Holders of public office must avoid placing themselves under any obligation to people or organisations
that might try inappropriately to influence them in their work. They should not act or take decisions in
order to gain financial or other material benefits for themselves, theirifamily, or their friends. They must
declare and resolve any interests and relationships.”

No ordinary member of the public could go;to theirlMSP and within a week get them to criticise a public
authority in a case like this. Most MSPs ‘are-very cautious in such cases and write to public authorities
first to find out what is happening- It'is reasonable to conclude therefore that there is some sort of
relationship between Mr Watt-and Mr Ewing which has enabled Mr Watt to promote his particular case
ahead of the 330 or so other respondents to the Main Issues Report. Mr Ewing should be asked to
explain what that interest is and how his intervention accords with the behaviour we should expect of
Scottish Ministers.

The much wider issue is the extent to which this type of unwarranted political interference nfluences
what happens in our National Parks and other Public Authorities.
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