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HIE&??s cover up at Cairngorm and the re-birth of Natural Retreats UK Ltd

Description

HEr.‘]ld

By Gavin Musgrove
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THERE are calls for Highlands
amd [lands Enterprise nol w
hide hehind “fabricated choaks

af convenience” when it comes
CarrnGorm Mouniain.

Fressdnm of Information crom-
missioner upholding an ap-

tows at the resorn,

HIE b six weeks o appeal
the decishmn or action will be
taken o release the informa-
fon f.nrn[wlr‘d nn their hehalf
by a third party, Criefi-based
AL Strucneres, imta the pak
licreadin.

Campatmers sobd that simi-
lar reparts in tee twn previous
years had highliphted potential
health and safety conoems at
the resant. They cladm the find-
irepgs ey irve been wilhbeld as
they could reveal repalr works
hance et been carriesd oul &% re-
quired in the lease by thelr ten-
ant Maturml Beimeass

HIE relessed the 2015 amd
2016 regonts on ski infrasir-
e o Liraham Garfoot after
Fremdom of Information (Fol)
reqquests bur refused the 2017
TepoTt fi:ing commercinl con
liclestiality aned the ntelleciual
property belonging 1o ALMO

SIrsclares,

e stra s pey Bk oo ik

Jl:]’ollmvsd:mbbmuﬂ

peal after the agency refused to
release ite latest repart an the |
condition of foundations for skl §

to repalrs and the running of g

LEFT: 'I'rnd.u'mgndbnlm na Ciste loading area in Juna, RIGHT: Alan Brattay, ul"a‘mnm Ciste group.
HIE has saids “The Information Gommissioner has takan a differant view, W Tully respect this and will
respond once wo have had an opporiunity to conmider it infull,'

Mr Garfoot, wha bearnt (o ski
ar Catmporm in 1964/65 but
':rnrrpﬁ'l visiting in April 2006
after  “appalling”  costomen
soreaee, said: “The twa earlier
regorts highlighved several s-
sies which the author recom
mended e addressed and evd-
dence: has come o lght chat at
lewsst v of Ul was ot car-
ried o, nemely the West Wall
Poma loading aren, and that i
h.‘|1:|.'T helieye HIE withheld the
li2at reporL

“In nay apinion the loading
ez o L Wiesl Wll Porma was
o hznlth amd safety s which
shald have bean repaired, HIE
were aware of this and yer did
nothing o force the teonant o
act o the Teparts,

“[iwwill e inberesting losee the
2017 report and compane it to

the atvers wiich will |hJ."Jl|:"|.i.g.|.'l-
Hgght howe much notice is being
talen of its recommendations”

HIE chief Charlote Wrighe
rehmed relese of the repon
twice and Mr Garlool referred
the maer by e iolommation
commissioner in May who de-
oide] in his fivour sadier this
woek,

Srve  the Cisle secretary
Alan Hratey sald HIE needed
i be mare trunsparend and
not wse ‘fabricated cloaks of
oomeeniemoe

He ald- “We regret HIE con-
timues io drver & veil of seonecy
over the cngeing situaton on
Caimgnrm.

“We've penatine concerns thak
thir temanit is niot bering regquired
o adhere 1 dhe terma and con-
ditions contained in the kease

agreement with respect 1o gen-
eral maintemuee issoes

“The ADALC report has provi-
anshy highlighted the concdition
af te West Wall Foma lnading
area; the broken wood on the
boading arca at the Ciste T-Bar
= moemthy resolved thanks
publicity about it - and the
faiked paint sveiem at the top af
the Carpark T-Bar,

“Wone of these fems were
Eneinng avtended o and we want-
e to see iF ADAL Stractunes
bl idemified further issues in
the 2017 reparr,

“It's our view HIE simply do
nat want any further deeails
which call deir competence
inta question i become: public
Enoswledpe. All they have now
done i momake & wery cear
the judgersent of their CEO s

Thurgdar, SEFTEMBEHR &, 215

Accusatmn of ‘veil of
becrecy at ski resort

questionable ar best Its time
for thie Scotiish G oeermmient fo
take a hands on approach here
snd pull their  deveopment
Ay i e

‘The  information  comimis-
sioner said in ils Jdedson is-
sucd on Friday: *HIE has pro-
videdl na evidence 0 support
the extsrence of an hmpled duty
o comfidentiakity in this case,
waher than a peference (o the
Tetrspective views of MNistand
Rereats on the matmer”

An HIE spokesperaon sabd:
“Wi hinve been vory clear in our
correspondence over this Lol
tequest that this report does
nnt raise any potential health
and safiety issues. We can alsn
confinn that the operawor of
Crimgorm Mountuin has met
and cominees [ meel e
terms of thi lease,

“Thefe were [ main rea-
snns for oer decision oo decline:
the repot’s release.

W consider it 1o be o work-
ing docurment, with acions
arlsing from it still being carried
[ETLH

“We farther understand the
intelleciual  property  relaing
to the report belongs o the au-
thor, ADACE, i il nol want
ttreleased publichy at this dme,

“We concluded redeaging the
meport as and when requested
ol couse substamtial Tace o
the legitimate economic inter.
ey of ADACS and Cairmgorn
Mouneatn Led.”

Following coverage of Highland and Islands Enterprise and Natural Retreats failures to act on health
and safety recommendations from independent consultants about the ski life infrastructure (see here),
HIE refused to provide a copy of the latest report (they had provided two previous reports), citing
commerical confidentiality and intellectual property rights. Malcom Garfoot appealed and a week ago
the Scottish Information Commissioner found in his favour and ordered HIE to release the information
in DecisionNotice141-2018. The excellent coverage in the Strathy this week covers the presenting
issues.

The Commissionera??s report also reveals some insights into HIE&??s thinking which should be of
concern to anyone who cares about what is going wrong at Cairngorm and the increasing culture of
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secrecy in the public sector.

a??31. HIE submitted that the withheld information was commercial in nature as it related to the
condition and maintenance of key assets owned by CML, and was contained in a report prepared as
part of ADACS&a??s business of providing consultancy services.a?e

Now, as anyone who has followed the saga of HIE&??s sale of Cairngorm Mountain Ltd to Natural
Assets Investment Ltd will know, HIE retained ownership of the ski lift infrastructure and funicular. Yet
now HIE have apparently told the Scottish Information Commissioner that the lifts are owned by
Cairngorm Mountain Ltd and therefore information about them is commercially confidential. If HIE has
secretly sold off its assets at Cairngorm that really would be a public scandal but this appears just
another example of HIE incompetence. These are public assets and the public has a right to know
how they are being maintained.
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In the case of assets at Cairngorm, HIE has failed to ensure Natural Retreats adhere to the terms of
ADAC recommended it be addressed as a matter of urgency

plift last weekend 4?7 the old rotten loading patform has now been removed, a new gravel base ct
a consequence of the release of the earlier ADAC reports under FOI. The work, howver, has increa
follow the best practice standards for vegetation restoration utilised in the construction of the funiculz
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What is as worrying is that HIE has tried to claim that the latest report on lift structures cannot be
released because the Intellectual Property Rights belong to the consultants. On this argument, ANY
report commissioned by the public sector could be kept secret and open government as we know it
would disappear. The HIE Board really need to get a grip and instruct their staff that such secrecy is
unacceptable and if they fail to do this, the Minister responsible, Fergus Ewing should step in and
instruct them to put their house in order.

Underlying this cover-up is HIE&??s failure to enforce the terms of their lease with Cairngorm Mountain
Ltd/Natural Retreats. The Information Commissionera??s report provides more evidence that HIE are
not in control and simply do whatever a??Natural Retreatsa?s tell them:

a??HIE submitted that, following consultation with Natural Retreats, the company which manages CML,
Natural Retreats had expressed an expectation of confidentiality in relation to the report and did not
wish it discloseda?e.

What happens at Cairngorm should not be about what a private company wants but what is in the
public interest.

The re-birth of Natural Retreats UK I/td

Last year parkswatch covered how Natural Retreats UK Ltd,'the company that ran Cairngorm Mountain
on behalf of the owner, Natural Assets Investment Ltd, had changed its name to the UK Great Travel
Company (see here). This was connected to a rupture between the US and UK arms of the former
organisation. What | totally failed to pick up at the time was that a week before Natural Retreats UK
Ltd changed its name on 1st October was that a new company NRML Technology Ltd (the clue is in the
first two letters) had been created at the same UK address and under the ownership of Natural Retreats
Management LLC, the then owners of Natural Retreats UK Ltd. The names NRML Technology Ltd
suggests that the American half of the operation maybe retained ownership of some of the technology
used by the UK Great Travel Company.

What then happened on 20th June, however, was that NRML Technology Ltd changed its name a?? to
Natural Retreats UK Ltd! So, the company which ceased to exist on 1st November was re-born 8
months later 4?7 albeit with two different Directors based in the USA. For all this information | am
indebted to https://jacothenorth.net/blog/ who has been conducting research into Natural Retreats
Activities in Wales (well worth a read) and whose blog contains some further information about the
American Directors of the re-born Natural Retreats UK Ltd (they basically appear venture capitalists).

In addition to this the Registered office address changed from Whitecroft House 51 Water Lane
Wilmslow SK9 5BQ United Kingdom to c/o 17 St. Anns Square Manchester M2 7PW on 27 February
2018. That address belongs to CG & Co Insolvency Practitioners a?? so what is going on?

While it is possible that the relationship between the new Natural Retreats UK Ltd and a??Natural
Retreatsa?e in the form of the UK Great Travel Company, may become clear in the forthcoming
accounts of the respective companies, whether it does or not this should be of interest to our public
authorities and in particular to HIE. For example to what extent, if any, can the increasing proportion of
expenditure by Cairngorm Mountain Ltd devoted to administration since Natural Retreats took over (as
reflected in their accounts) be attributed to IT expenses and was leasing of IT software, for example,
the means by which money passed from the old Natural Retreats UK Ltd to Natural Retreats
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Management LLC in the USA? HIE will claim such matters are commercially confidential, just like
health and safety, whereas | believe that where public assets have been outsourced, as at Cairngorm,
its in the public interest to know how they operate and that they provide value for money. If &??Natural
Retreatsa?e cana??t or wona??t do this they are not fit to run Cairngorm and if HIE cana??t or wona??t
make public how much money, if any, is passing through Cairngorm Mountain Ltd to the USA or
anywhere else thata??s more evidence they are unfit to own Cairngorm and that a community owned
alternative would be in the public interest.
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