
Cairn Gorm masterplan consultation – the public survey and the flaws in the
process

Description

It’s now 16 months since the Cairngorm funicular closed and almost 15 months since the operator
(Cairngorm Mountain Ltd) went into liquidation, but of course as any regular reader of this website will
know, the problems on Cairn Gorm go back much further.  At last, after all of HIE’s dithering and delay 
(see here) the public consultation phase of the masterplan process to set out a plan for the future of
Cairn Gorm is now underway.

For anyone who is not aware, the masterplan consultants have launched an online survey which is
open to anyone interested in the future of Cairn Gorm (winter and summer).  I would encourage
anyone reading this article interested in the future of Cairn Gorm to complete the survey (links at
bottom of post) and pass on the details to any friends and family who you think might be interested. 
The survey closes on 8 March 2020.

Like most surveys, the questions can lead the person being surveyed.  I recommend that anyone
completing it makes sure that they get into their response the opinions and recommendations they
want to communicate to the masterplan consultants.

 

The Flaws in the masterplan process

Having met and spoken with the masterplan consultants from Jura Consultants and Threesixty
Architecture, I believe that they are all well-intentioned, well aware of the problems besetting
Cairngorm Mountain and are intent on producing and objective and professional masterplan.  The
problems lie with the constraints placed on the masterplan consultants by HIE and the ‘fake news’
being put out by HIE around this consultation process.
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The Strathy front page – Thursday 13 February

 

Flaw 1 – Assumption on the funicular

Appallingly, HIE has instructed the consultants to prepare their masterplan on the assumption that the
funicular will be repaired.  More efficient and less costly uplift solutions are available which could be
installed within the timescale to repair the funicular (see here) and would have a much reduced
environmental impact.  The consequence of HIE’s restriction on the masterplan is that the public has
no real say on whether in excess of £10m should be spent repairing the funicular!   This is a good
example of HIE’s callous and dismissive attitude to public consultation on Cairn Gorm.  It would appear
that HIE thinks it knows best.  Those of us who think differently need to continue to make our views
known.

HIE has been leaking to the press since November that a ‘so-called’ business plan is being prepared
that will go to the Scottish Government requesting funding for repairing the funicular.  Originally the
case was to be submitted in December, then January, and now we find that it is still to be submitted.

HIE is also under investigation by Audit Scotland over its management (or mis-management) of the
award of the operating contract to Natural Retreats, its lack of management and audit of Natural
Retreats’ performance and the way HIE has managed Cairngorm Mountain since Natural Retreats’
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subsidiary went into liquidation.

Audit scope of investigation into HIE’s management of Cairngorm Mountain

 

If Audit Scotland’s report is highly critical of HIE, resulting in the business case for repair of the
funicular not being approved by the Scottish Government, then a considerable amount of the
masterplan work will have to be re-done at considerable public expense and delay.
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Flaw 2 – The lack of a focussed survey of the market

In building any business proposal a key feature that is integral to any business plan is to know and
understand your market.  Do the current operators of Cairn Gorm understand (or want to understand)
the visitor market?

Winter market: The snowsports business on Cairn Gorm (currently operated by CMSL) has been
losing market share for many years – and long before the closure of the funicular.

Ski numbers table – reproduced courtesy of Alan Brattey

The average number of skier days in Scotland between 2003 and 2013 was 195,730 (and that was
skewed upwards by the outlier figures in 2010).  Interestingly, the average number from 2014-18 was
very similar – 195,374 – and yet the CairnGorm Mountain share of the market has fallen dramatically.
Please note that this market share collapse came about before the Funicular failed.  Between 2014-
2018, with the exception of 2017, it is also clear that snow conditions were fairly good, so poor snow
was not the reason for the market share collapse.

The Masterplan consultants need to understand why that happened, otherwise, simply repairing the
funicular will at best only get back to this lower market share which was one of the main causes of
failure.  The Masterplan market research makes no targeted effort to find out the opinions of a much
wider market than those who live locally (i.e. the snowsports visitors from elsewhere in Scotland and
the UK, and many of whom are no longer coming to Cairn Gorm).

Summer Market: Visitor numbers using the funicular have never made the projected numbers, and
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like the winter visitor numbers have been falling over the last 5 years.

“Non skiing passenger numbers were predicted to be 160,000 per annum and this number 
was surpassed in the early years of service. The average was 174,935pa in the first 5 years 
of service [180,000: 182,000: 177,000: 164,046 and 171,406].   However in the last 5 years, 
prior to the failure of the funicular, the average number was just 130,990 [119,585: 127,092: 
137,776: 138,712: and 131,788]. It’s clear that non skiing passenger numbers have fallen 
significantly and are well below predictions. It should also be kept in mind that many of 
these passengers were not paying the full fare. Coach parties receive large discounts and 2 
for 1 offers on Ipson and Groupon bolster the number but are also uneconomic.

In the time period since the Funicular was brought into service the summer tourism 
business in Strathspey has increased considerably with many adventure tourism 
businesses having been set up. During the time when numbers in Strathspey have been 
increasing, the numbers using the Funicular have been decreasing”

(Excerpt from Alan Brattey’s Parkswatch post “The Cairn Gorm Funicular:  Repair or
Remove?” (see here)).

Working in the tourism sector in Strathspey, I am well aware of the wealth of attractions that summer
visitors have within the Cairngorms National Park.  In Strathspey, visitors are also well placed to
explore the wider Speyside area and the many attractions of Moray, Nairn and the Moray Firth coast. 
Within that competitive context of plenty of attractions for summer visitors, it is important for the Cairn
Gorm business to understand the summer market before it can develop any new or modified offerings
to visitors.  Will the masterplan consultants properly research this during their work, and if they do, will
HIE listen?

Unfortunately the public survey launched by the masterplan consultants is too focussed in gathering
the views of stakeholders and the local businesses and communities, and is not per se a market
survey.  Again I have sympathies with the masterplan consultants, as I don’t believe that the budget
constraints of their masterplan work enable them to conduct such a targeted survey.  Instead, HIE
should have realised even before they took back control of the Cairn Gorm operation, that both the
winter and summer market was slipping away from them.  Consequently HIE should have been trying
to understand how the winter and summer visitor market was changing.  A good of way of doing this
would have been to set up a market survey focussed on current and potential visitors to the Strathspey
area targetting the snowsports market to understand why visitors were preferring to go to other
snowports resorts.

Yet again, another missed opportunity by HIE.

 

Flaw 3 – The over emphasis of the economic reliance on the Cairn Gorm business

The Strathy front page article reports figures of 111 job losses in the Badenoch and Strathspey area
since 2102/13, attributed by HIE to successive poor winters and the closure of the funicular.  This is
taken from:
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Part of one of the masterplan public consultation displays

Fully informed criticism depends on having access to the background assumptions etc behind such
statistics.  However, S Westbrook’s report no longer seems to be available on the HIE website and
there does not seem to be any report available covering the stated economic impact of the downturn in
the Cairn Gorm winter business.  Does any such report exist?  If it does, I challenge HIE to publish it in
full so that it can be reviewed.

Accepting that the job losses of 111 is accurate, I have a few comments to put these figures into
context.

1.  Paul Jardine (Jura Consultants) is reported as saying, “It is difficult to ascribe the proportion of job 
losses between the two [poor ski seasons and the funicular closure]”.  That may be true, however if this
winter is considered, given the mild temperatures and high winds to date, it is very doubtful that any
more ski days would have been attained if the funicular had still been running.  Thus, any job losses
this winter to date would have been 100% attributable to the lack of snow.

2. As HIE (or its operation company) has been responsible for these job losses in the Badenoch and
Strathspey area, and as HIE is also the local enterprise agency, it should have identified the individuals
who lost their jobs and assisted them in finding new gainful employment. What has HIE done in the last
5-6 years in this regard?

3. It is furthermore stated that the local economy has suffered due to poor ski seasons and the closure
of the funicular. The closure of the main uplift on Cairn Gorm (the funicular) will have affected the 2018-
2019 employment related to snowsports.  These figures are not in the table of skier days above. 
However as discussed above, the total skier days in Scotland did not drop in the period 2014-2018
when the funicular was running, it was just the Cairn Gorm market share, so it is unlikely that poor ski
weather seasons in these years was the cause of any downturn in the local winter economy.  Other
factors need to be considered (e.g. the unpopularity of the funicular and the failed strategy of
downsizing of the available pistes by making the funicular the main uplift).

Additionally the statement that the economy has been suffering is not supported by the unemployment
figures regularly published by HIE.  Studying these figures, unemployment in the Aviemore & Grantown
on Spey area has remained between 1.0% and 1.5% over the last 5 years or so.  Currently in
December 2019 (the latest figures published), unemployment in the Aviemore & Grantown on Spey
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area is 1.2%.  This compares with the current Scottish national unemployment of 3.2%.  The local area
is benefiting from effectively full employment.

The reduction in winter visitors to the Cairn Gorm snowports business will have had a severe effect on
the few businesses which are closely dependent on the Cairn Gorm snowsports resort and, as the
Strathy report says, they will be “getting hammered”.  I appreciate it must be very hard for these
businesses.  However, if HIE was intent in acting as an enterprise agency, instead of as the business
owner of Cairn Gorm, HIE should be working with these businesses to help them understand that they
need to react and adjust to market forces and climate change.  HIE’s use of public money could then
be largely focussed on supporting these businesses and helping them reduce the impact of these
necessary changes. For example one way of improving winter visitor numbers is by encouraging
diversification into other snow/winter related activities.  Instead, regrettably, with the recent
announcement of the closure of the sled dog business, another winter activity has gone.

We all live in a world of fast changing markets and the totally wrong strategy in this ever changing
world is to pump money (public or private) into supporting yesterday’s ideas.  Radical changes in the
activities and the supporting infrastructure on the Cairn Gorm estate need to be developed.  The
masterplan consultants need to be given a free hand to develop a new plan for Cairn Gorm, but
unfortunately, HIE appears intent on constraining them.

 

What needs to happen now

1. The masterplan consultants have a difficult task ahead of them. If they are going to develop a
masterplan fit for purpose, in a changing market and changing climate which is environmentally
and economically sustainable into the future, the consultants need to show HIE that Cairn Gorm
is at a crossroads.  This means that major, possibly unpalatable, changes to the Cairn Gorm
business must be made – if any of it is to survive.

2. HIE needs to make the main focus of its work in Badenoch and Strathspey that of its role as an
enterprise agency, and persuade the Scottish Government that there is a major conflict of
interests in running the Cairn Gorm estate and being an enterprise agency. The ownership of
Cairn Gorm Estate needs to urgently be transferred to another part of the Scottish Government,
at least until a community buy out takes place.

3. Those who care about Cairn Gorm need to publicise the surveys and encourage as many people
as possible to complete them before 8th March adding critical comments where appropriate.

For individuals either use the link  (see here) or scan the QR code:
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