
The proposed Glen Etive hydro schemes and our biased planning system

Description

The revised Zones of Theoretical Visibility Assessment for the Glen Etive
Hydro schemes – see below

Today the South Area Planning Committee of Highland Council is taking a (road-side) look at the sites
of all seven proposed Glen Etive Hydro Schemes, and a further hydro scheme in Glen Coe.  Then, at a
special meeting on Wednesday at Council HQ in Inverness they will take a decision on the 
applications  (see here for links to details of visit and Committee Reports).   Planning Officers are
recommending all 8 schemes should be approved despite the very high levels of public concern and
the likelihood they will desecrate one of the wildest, most beautiful and most renowned glens in
Scotland.  This post explains why Councillors should reject their officers’ recommendations.

Glen Etive is the wrong place for run of river hydro schemes
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“SPP (Scottish Planning Policy) sets out a presumption in favour of development that contributes to 
sustainable development and aims to direct the right development to the right place.”

The Committee Report makes no attempt to justify Glen Etive as being the right place for hydro
schemes.  Instead, it minimises the likely impacts of the proposed developments and mis-interprets the
intention of the designations designed to protect areas like Glen Etive from inappropriate development .

The Committee Reports quote without qualification or criticism the conclusion of the Developer’s
Landscape Visual Impact Assessment:

“that the combined construction activity of the seven developments would be limited to a very small 
part of the NSA in the context of the entire 1000km2 and any effects would be localised”    

The Report appears to see Glen Etive as less important than other parts of the NSA:

“Glen Etive is not of the same awe-inspiring grandeur (as Glen Coe), but nevertheless is a deep cleft 
through towering peaks, notably the portal peaks of the Buachailles and the great slabs of Ben 
Starav”.   

At the same time it minimises the importance of the recreational and Wild Land experience.  This is  in
some ways much stronger than in Glen Coe due to the absence of a major road and constant roar of
traffic:

“For the three schemes within the WLA, taking into account their location near the edge of the Wild 
Land Area,…………….”

It is also mistakenly argues that cumulative impact only applies to developments that you can see at
the same time:

“As discussed in the cumulative landscape impact assessment above, there are few locations that 
more than one or two schemes are viewed together.”

This discounts the impacts on the journey down the glen or along the mountain tops.

There is also no discussion that the location of all three schemes on the east side of the River Etive,
the Allt Chaorainn, the All Ceitlein and the Allt Mheuran, are not just in the wild land area, they provide
the main access routes into these hills.   You could not choose locations at the “edge” of the Wild Land
Area where the impact of developments on the recreational experience would be greater.  Yet the
Report sees these of little importance, for example in relation to water flow (which affects both walkers
and paddlers):

“the restrictions on water abstraction put in place by the CAR licence will allow these features to 
remain, just less frequently”.

Councillors would do well to consider the famous Eagle Falls at the head of Loch Lomond which are
now a shadow of their former glory due to the Ben Glas hydro scheme.

So, its worth saying that if there was a National Planning policy for hydro as there is for windfarms, we
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would have NO hydro schemes in Glen Etive.  The reason the schemes are being proposed in this
location is because Dalness Estates has done a deal with Dickins Hydro which will enable both to
make a lot of money, paid for by the public in inflated fuel bills,  should the schemes are approved.  I
have been informed that other, more responsible developers, avoided Glen Etive because they
believed it was the wrong place. That says everything you need to know about how ineffective our
planning system is in directing development to the “right place”.

 

The landscape information provided to Councillors and the site visit

The photomontage of the upper part of original scheme proposed for Allt Mheuran which has been
abandoned has still been included in the report for Councillors

Alongside the Committee Reports, Councillors have been provided with Landcape and Visual Impact
Assessment Viewpoint Information (see link to papers above).    The photomontages in the report all
date from December 2017 and about half have now been superseded.  While there is a section within
each Committee report explaining the changes, there are no photomontages of what has now been
agreed between Planning Officers and the Developer.   Committee Members therefore have not been
provided with appropriate photographs to inform their decision.

Unfortunately, this will not be rectified by the site visit, where ALL the viewpoints chosen for the visit
are along the road:

Viewpoints
1. Meeting point – Layby near Etive Mor waterfall (first bridge on Glen Etive road)
2. ‘Skyfall’ layby
3. Access to Allt Chaorainn scheme
4. View looking back to Allt Chaorainn scheme
5. Car park at Inbhirfhaolain
6. Layby on approach to Invercharnan
7. Invercharnan
8. Access to Allt Ceitlein and Allt Mheuran schemes
9. Layby near Loch Druimachoish
10. Car park at end of public road

PARKSWATCHSCOTLAND
Address | Phone | Link | Email

default watermark

Page 3
Footer Tagline



11. Jetty

Councillors therefore are not being provided with information with which to assess the potential
landscape impact of the intakes, pipelines and access tracks.  They will be able to see that location of
the powerhouses from close up but that is about all.  That means they will not be able to judge for
themselves claims, such as this, from the Planning Report:

“Improvement works are proposed to the existing vehicular track serving the Allt Mheuran”

That’s not true, most of the road will be completely new (as is implied by other information in the
Report).

Failure to allow Councillors to see what is at stake is a particularly major failing when arguably the
most significant part of the landscape impact of these schemes is alongside the burns and the three on
the east side of the glen are renowned, Scotland-wide, for their beauty:
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The sort of photo which should have been provided to Councillors – photo credit
Michael Stirling-Aird with track overlay by Tim Parkin

It is not however in the Developer’s interests to show its plans in too much detail.

What Officers have required is a new assessment showing the Zones of Theoretical Visibility from a
10km instead of a 5km radius (map above).   This is dated January 2019 and corrects some of the
omissions (missing intakes) from the original ZTV Assessment.  It still however does not cover the
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access tracks or pipeline routes.

Given the steep sided nature of the glacial trough that is Glen Etive, its not surprising that extending
the assessment to a 10km radius makes very little difference or that SNH concluded “that the 
proposals will have a localised effect on the sense of wildness”.   ZTVs were designed for windfarms,
not hydro schemes, so assessing the impact from afar misses the point.  The landscape and wild land
impacts of these proposed schemes are ALL local.  That shouldn’t make them any more acceptable.

 

The Material Objections to the schemes

The Committee Reports list the material objections to the schemes – up to 53 in the case of the Allt
Mheuran – but does not mention who made the objections or their expertise.  Are Councillors not
entitled to know that Mountaineering Scotland, John Muir Trust, the Scottish Canoe Association or
John Mackay, possibly Scotland’s foremost landscape expert and former employee of SNH, all lodged
objections?

The report addresses some, but not all, of the objections but does not consider in detail the evidence
referred to by objectors:

Material considerations raised are summarised as follows:
1. Affect the character and ecosystem of the river and its flow
2. Impacts from construction traffic
3. Environmental damage from construction works
4. Detrimental impact on recreational users during construction and post
construction
5. Dramatic and long term effect on character of the area
6. Cumulative impact – all seven application should be considered together
7. Impact on tourism
8. Impact on Wild Land
9. Impact on National Scenic Area
10. Impact on Nationally significant Glen
11. Disagreement with SNH’s assessment/consultation response
12. Noise and disturbance will affect character of the Glen
13. Impact on amenity of visitors
14. Glen Etive road not suitable for construction traffic
15. Impact on ecology and protected species
16. Energy benefits do not outweigh the environmental impacts
17. Limited employment benefits
18. Important Glen that should be left unspoiled for future generations
19. Support for development of hydro electric power
20. Contrary to national and local planning policy
21. Impact on landscape and heritage assets
22. Impact on peat and soils
23. Impact on public access and transport network
24. Impact on geodiversity
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25. Impact on water environment
26. Impact on amenity
27. Impact on health and wellbeing as a result of impact on natural environment
28. Inappropriate design of powerhouses- not ‘Scottish bothies’ as referred to
29. Visual impact of tracks, intakes, powerhouses and deficient restoration –
reference to other schemes in Highland and other parts of Scotland
30. Net contribution to carbon emissions not properly evaluated
31. Power generated is insignificant in UK context
32. Scottish Planning Policy and its administering inadequate for natural heritage
33. Industrialisation of important landscape
34. Deficiencies in the visual impact assessments
35. Lack of detail in the application
36. Scale of development is disproportionate to Glen Etive
37. Landscape impact of dried up rivers/loss of cascades
38. Impact on canoeing/kayaking from reduced river flow – estimated number of
days the river would be available would fall from around 180 per year to 60 per
year
39. Safety of kayakers using river when flow rates are changing more rapidly
40. No agreement has been reached with the Scottish Canoe Association re
mitigation of the impact on canoeist or kayakers
41. Geomorphological impact of schemes – impact on ecology of River Etive
42. Environmental impact from in river works
43. Impact on private water supply
44. No local community to benefit from the scheme
45. Impact from upgraded grid connection
46. No details of ongoing maintenance of tracks
47. Ecological Clerk of Works and Landscape Clerk of Works should be employed
48. Lack of detail on access tracks
49. Lack of detail on construction of intakes
50. Reinstatement if scheme no longer used
51. Concerns over the timing and purpose of the resubmission of two of the
applications.
52. Contrary to SNH Guidance on Constructed Tracks in the Scottish Uplands
guidance
53. Impact on Chequered skipper butterfly and its breeding habitat

This provides excellent evidence of how our Planning system is stacked in favour of developers.  The
assumption of planners is that developments will go ahead even when there are large numbers of so-
called material reasons for them not being agreed.    There was an excellent post on this at the end of
last month from Planning Democracy (see here) which, though focussed on housing development,
could just as well have been about hydro development.  It explains just why our Planning system is so
discredited.

 

A misplaced faith in restoration
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The Committee Report assumes that the land affected by these hydro schemes can be fully restored,
leaving very little long term impact:

“the main individual and cumulative impacts of these developments relate to the construction phase”

This claim is undermined by the wishy washy conditions attached to many aspects of the
development.  For example:

“No development shall commence on the construction of the intakes hereby approved until the final 
detailed designs have been submitted, to and approved in writing by, the Planning Authority. Such 
details shall include measures to visually soften their appearance as far as it practicable.
Measures such as facing the weirs with carefully placed boulders, cobbles and using textured or 
coloured concrete or other materials should be considered when finalising the design. Thereafter the 
development shall be undertaken in accordance with the approved details”.

This condition suggests that the Developer should consider doing certain things, “as far as is 
practicable”, it does not REQUIRE them to happen.  Its the same with vegetation and landform
restoration, its all “as far as possible”.

If the landscape really could be restored as claimed, why don’t the conditions require that?  Instead
they require the developer to appoint landscape and ecological clerks of works, who are completely
dependent on the them for their pay, to provide reports which get filed without independent checking.  
This doesn’t work, as every planner within Scotland should know.   Yet Planning Authorities still hand
responsibility to the developer to police what they do.  The consequences, if this planning application is
approved, are quite predictable.

The Reports also fail to give any consideration to the fundamental engineering challenges I identified
on my visit to Glen Etive before Xmas (see here) and (here).  Our statutory agencies are most
concerned about the impact of the pipeline on peat but not the solid rock through which the Allt
Mheuran and Allt Chaorainn pipelines will need to be excavated.  There is still nothing in any of the
Planning documentation or the Committee reports to say how this will be done:
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The area of slabs the pipeline will need to cross on the Allt Mheuran – as featured in
earlier post

Nor is there anything to say how the pipelines will be constructed along the steep banks in sections of
the Inbhir Fhaolain and Allt Charnan schemes:
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The steep bank below the Allt Charnan intake which the pipeline needs to traverse

Instead this is how the Committee Report describes the Allt Charnan:

The existing forest track from the car park gently gains height, curving through the commercial 
plantation. The first 0.5km of this track is to upgraded to allow construction traffic and further 1km 
section of new track is to be formed up to the main intake. The penstock will largely follow the route of 
the construction track, with the exception of the first section from the car park. A 20m corridor of conifer 
plantation will need to be felled through the wood to facilitate construction. During construction the 
penstock will be reinstated as work proceeds, i.e. only 100m of penstock trench open at a time and 
closed again within 7 days. Following construction the new section of construction track will be 
reinstated to a 1.5m ATV track with green central strip.

Not a hint to Councillors there could be any challenges.    I have not seen the other three schemes but
I wonder if the Planning Officer has visited and logged the very real engineering challenges?   Either
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the Officer has not checked or lacks the necessary expertise to evaluate these proposals or councillors
would appear to be being deliberately mislead.    Whatever the case Councillors have a duty to put this
right and in my view should not even consider giving any approval to these schemes until the
Developer can show how the intend to bury the pipeline in these locations and then restore the ground
so it appears as it does at present.

 

The conclusion of the Committee Report

Planning Officers have responded, to a degree, to public concern about these schemes:

Key changes include a significant reduction in the Allt Mheuran scheme, removal of an intake on the 
Allt Ceitlein scheme, reduction of tracks and reducing, relocating and part burying powerhouses.

Its been worth people objecting, therefore, although the fundamental question, whether this is an
appropriate place for hydro schemes has not been addressed:

9.1 The assessment of this application and the other six associated applications for hydro schemes 
within the Glen is a careful balance between National and local support for renewable energy and 
protection of important environmental resources. The greatest impacts from the development, both 
individually and cumulatively, will be from the construction phases. The schemes have been amended 
to take account of issues raised, appropriate mitigation has been proposed and conditions recommend 
to secure the best management of the construction process and provide for successful restoration of 
the disturbed ground.

The conclusion is telling, its the same for all seven schemes, despite their different landscape setting
and landscape impact.

I and a few others opposed all seven Glen Hydro schemes because of their impact on the integrity of
the National Scenic Area even though four are partly or largely at present within forest plantations
while three are in far more open country and in a Wild Land Area.  Its understandable why the John
Muir Trust only objected to three schemes, even if in my view we should not be adding to the damage
that has been done to NSAs by inappropriate forestry in the past.  Yet, officers have made no attempt
to differentiate between any of the schemes and have concluded that all equally acceptable.  That is
incredible and just wrong.

The implication is even more chilling, that they would recommend any development anywhere, so long
as  there was some “mitigation”.  This approach to landscape protection is totally inadequate and
undermines our whole landscape protection “system” or the shreds that remain of it.

I hope that Highland Councillors, despite the limited nature of their site visit and the skewed information
which has been presented to them,  will on Wednesday have the independence of mind to make a
decision based on whether Glen Etive is the right place for hydro developments.
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