
The Future For Uplift On Cairngorm â?? financial considerations

Description

Keeping an eye on the funicular 2016

Following my two posts on the proposed Mountain Coaster (see here) and (here) , I will take a look at
the financial and environmental aspects of the proposed new uplift at Cairngorm as outlined in the SE
Group report of November 2018 (see here).   I will use the same kind of format as the Mountain Coaster
posts, the idea being that if it is written by an ordinary person for ordinary people, without the fancy
words and phrases used by the marketing industry, it may make the whole idea clearer. For example,
how many of you know or knew what a â??millennialâ?• is until it was explained by the SE Group â?? a
fancy word for the younger generation!
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I re-read the SE Group report several times picking out key features, making notes etc until I suddenly
realised that it was a waste of time. This is because there are two major unknown facts;-

(1) We do not know whether or not the Funicular is to be removed or repaired, despite Charlotte Wright,
the Chief Executive Officer of Highlands and Islands Enterprises,  telling me that the COWI engineers
report would be released by the end of May â?? the month not the Prime Minister.

If the Funicular is to be repaired rumours are that estimates range from Â£4.5m to over Â£10m.
Considering that it originally cost about Â£26m to build, then taking into account the rising cost of
materials, labour etc, over the last 20 years, if half needs replacing, it could cost as much. Even at the
time of construction, which was over two years, the costs rose from about Â£9m to that final figure of
Â£26m, an increase of almost 300%.

If the funicular is to be removed completely there are two options:

The first would be to leave it as it is for now and remove it as and when money is available,
thereby spreading the cost over a period of time.  That, however, could be contrary to the Section
50 agreement which required the funicular to be removed if out of use and the ground completely
restored.
The second is to demolish it immediately in one complete operation. If anyone would like to have
a guess at that cost, please do, but it could put a considerable dent in HIEâ??s budget leaving
very little for new uplift.

(2) HIEâ??s budget for Cairn Gorm is not known. What we do know is that when the Executive
Summary of the SE Group report was released a press statement by HIE said it would be nice if a
philanthropic entrepreneur brought in much of the Â£27m investment, implying that they did not have
nearly that amount.

The main aim of the SE Group report was to show a way forward including new uplift.  Phase 1 was
proposed to include a new gondola from the Base station to the top of Coire Cas, into the avalanche
zone according to the maps.   Phase 2 was a gondola from the mid-station, the Shieling as used to be,
to the re-vamped Ptarmigan (another Â£2.5m).  That, however, was the vision with a working Funicular.

If the Funicular is irreparable then the only sensible option is for new uplift to the Ptarmigan.  This could
run from either the Daylodge or the Ciste, which would help to mitigate winter road closures or even,
more ambitiously from Glenmore.  Either way all other uplift in Coire Cas and Coire na Ciste would
need to be retained.  This would need a whole reworking of the report by the SE Group, which is maybe
why they have been back to Cairn Gorm.

In my opinion the evidence suggests the Funicular is beyond economical repair. My reasoning behind
that is if it could be repaired then why would the SE Group be re-engaged as they have already
compiled a report about the future uplift?

We now have the updated SE Group report (see here â??
Cairngorm+Feasibility+Assessment_Addend) and people are already commenting and expressing
concern about its content and conclusions.
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The proposal, which avoids addressing the funicular question, is that the main new lift will only carry
skiers to the top of the Cas, with no mention of skiing in Coire na Ciste, should be of great concern to
everyone. It appears driven by increased operational efficiencies, i.e. a smaller ski area, fewer staff.
Can you imagine 6 skiers/boarders at a time being dropped off at the top of the Cas, all racing down the
gunbarrel to get to the M1 poma, a one person at a time lift? Talk about chaos and queues. Or is the
M1 poma not going to be used?  To cope with all the people, various new runs are proposed without
any consideration of the environmental impacts (I will deal with this in my next post):

Coire Cas new runs (in grey)

Add to that a Mountain Coaster on the Fiacaill ridge, well you have all seen my opinions on that idea, a
beginnerâ??s ski area and some environmental improvements, all at a cost of an estimated Â£15m:
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We all know how good such estimates were when the Funicular was constructed. Is this really the best
way to spend such money, wherever it comes from?
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What should happen.

I suspect that HIE know full well what is going to happen with the Funicular considering the number of
engineers reports that they have had. The only course of action they should have taken was, and is, to
proceed with new lift infrastructure as soon as possible. We are now 6 months on and still the majority
of us are in the dark as to the future of skiing on Cairngorm. â??The need to elevate the guest
experience at the resortâ?• is nowhere in sight.

Conclusion.

At the present time there are too many variables to have any kind of sensible discussion about the
future for uplift and therefore skiing on Cairngorm, for the reasons explained above, and that doesnâ??t
take account of the legal aspects related to the Section 50 Agreement or other impacts on the
environment.  The only certain conclusion is that for the coming winter (2019/20), and even possibly
one or two winters (2020/21 or 2021/22) after that, skiing may be very limited.  After all the original
Executive Summary released by HIE was for a 1 â?? 5 year vision (2023/24) and the SE Group
Addendum is short on either timescales or where the money will come from.
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