
The LLTNPA and winter provision for visitors â?? the case of east Loch Lomond

Description

Crumbling visitor infrastructure â?? Rowardennan pier 16th September

Two weeks ago I spoke to the Loch Lomond and Trossachs National Park Authority Board (see here)
about the urgent need to consider improved visitor infrastructure over the winter as a consequence of
the Covid-19 pandemic.   More specifically, I tried to draw attention to deficiencies in papers on Visitor
Management and Litter Prevention that were due to be considered later in the meeting (see here for
papers)..  Board Members listened and asked some good questions but when it came to considering
the papers later, despite a couple of searching questions, they approved them without amendment.
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A National Park in financial meltdown

This was no doubt partly  because of the gaping financial hole that has opened up under the LLTNPA. 
A deficit of Â£398,000 is now forecast for the end of the financial year.  The LLTNPA Board is
frightened to commit to any further spend over the winter that would increase the size of the hole.

During lockdown, income from planning, â??generated incomeâ?• such as camping permits, boat
launching fees and rent collapsed.  Instead of arguing for the resources it needed, under its previous
Chief Executive Fiona Logan, the LLTNPA adopted a commercial strategy.  The big idea was to raise
enough money through commercial ventures to keep itself going.  Most of these ventures  had been
singularly unsuccessful even before the corona crisis.
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An example of poor project management 16th September.  Work to provide 24 hour access to the toilets at
the visitor centre at Balmaha, financed by the Rural Tourism Infrastructure Fund, was supposed to be
completed at the end of March and would have raised income by charging people to spend a penny.
Apparently the building is now dangerous.

The LLTNPA is far from being the only public authority that has tried to turn itself into a business to
balance its books, but its  failure to articulate what resources were really needed has been really
exposed over the summer.

While part of the LLTNPAâ??s Â£398k projected deficit has been caused by additional â??seasonalâ?•
expenditure caused by the boom in staycations, this was only Â£180k at the time of the Board Meeting,
not a large amount of money given the very large numbers of people visiting the National Park.  The
projected deficit is also based on some of the â??additionalâ?• provision for visitors continuing into
October and starting again in March.  When asked, however, by Board Members about demand over
the winter months, their Chief Executive replied that visitor numbers usually drop at this time and that if
not, Park staff would â??flexâ?• to respond to circumstances.
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Visitor numbers and provision over the winter

Ironically, just as Nicola Sturgeon was announcing new restrictions last week which will drive record
numbers of people into the countryside over the winter, the LLTNPA issued an email to
â??stakeholdersâ?• (see here) setting out its winter plans.  The challenge should be obvious. Banned
from meeting others inside their own homes to prevent the spread of Covid-19, most people will want to
continuing meeting others at a safe physical distance somewhere else. While some will be prepared to
go to pubs and restaurants, large numbers will prefer to stay outdoors.  With sitting around in parks or
gardens becoming less attractive by the day,  larger numbers than ever before will decide to go for a
walk or a cycle ride in the countryside over winter.  They will need facilities.

When and where people visit will of course be to an extent weather dependent, but even on less good
days recently there have been large numbers of people in the National Park.

The car park at Rowardennan on 16th September â?? almost full
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The current proposals from the LLTNPA are that the continued influx of visitors will be met by their
normal winter service, or lack of it.  This means closed toilets, closed campsites, fewer waste
collections and far fewer rangers on the ground.  The consequence is that the LLTNPA is facing not just
a financial hole but a continued visitor disaster.

Current failures in infrastructure provision on east Loch Lomond

The rest of this post will illustrate that disaster with examples from east Loch Lomond.

While I have been aware that the LLTNPA has, with Stirling Council and Police Scotland, been involved
in closing the road  to Rowardennan because of lack of parking capacity, I had not realised that part of
the traffic chaos had been caused by Forest and Land Scotland.  Why, when FLS announced in July it
had re-opened most of its car parks across Scotland, it has kept Sallochy closed is not clear.   It fits,
however, with the management frame of mind that believes it is easier to ban people rather than
provide them with infrastructure to enjoy the countryside.
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Before Sallochy, is the Camping in the Forest campsite at Cashel which is shut till next year.  Like
Glenmore campsite in the Cairngorms, it is owned by Forest and Land Scotland and leased to a
company called Camping in the Forest (see here).   The LLTNPA Board paper on visitor management
failed to say anything about the consequences of the closure (see here for impact on Glenmore), but
the loss of 168 places will have contributed to the large increase in numbers roadside camping
elsewhere.  It will also have had a significant impact on walkers of the West Highland Way since
camping outwith designated areas in the east Lomond camping management zone now a criminal
offence.  Either Park Rangers will have harassed backpackers, destroying Scotlandâ??s tourist
reputation, or they will have turned a blind eye, creating obvious equity issues when record numbers of
people have been charged for breaking the camping byelaws elsewhere in the National Park.
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Camping in the Forest is owned by the Camping and Caravanning who have kept their site at
Milarrochy Bay next door OPEN!   There is clearly no justification for the Cashel campsite closure and
Forest and Land Scotland, who provide a Director for Camping in the Forest, should be terminating
their 75 year lease.  Meantime, until alternative management can be put in place, the Cashel campsite
could have provided the answers to many of the car parking problems on east Loch Lomond.  Why
couldnâ??t the LLTNPA have been calling for this?
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New overflow car park at Balmaha provided by the Oak Tree Inn â?? nicely fenced

Parking capacity along east Loch Lomond has been gradually reduced over the last ten years, with
various pull-offs blocked by boulders.   In the absence of public transport, capacity had reached crisis
point even before this summer which is why the Oak Tree Inn earlier this year applied for temporary
planning permission for an overflow car park at Balmaha.
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A failure of imagination, instead of providing for visitors â?? directing people to where they can go â?? our public
authorities resort to imposing restrictions and then trying to enforce these, with mixed success.

With proper planning, most of the traffic problems on east Loch Lomond could have been prevented but
instead, when people arrived to find the road closed, they headed off to other areas like Strathard,
creating chaos there.
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Mobile toilets outside toilet block at Rowardennan. Note large bins, provided by Stirling Council, at right of
building

As a result of concerns about the safe use of public toilets, the LLTNPA was forced to hire mobile
toilets.  At the LLTNPA Board Meeting staff claimed these were very expensive.  Actually, the cost,
including weekly emptying, is Â£35 plus VAT.   Not a lot to prevent visitor hotspots from being covered
in human excrement.

But why continue to provide mobile toilets outside existing toilet blocks when they could be far better
used in places like the Cobbler car park in Arrochar or on south Loch Earn, where the LLTNPA closed
its largest camping management zone due to the volume of human waste?   Indeed, while I disagree
with the camping byelaws, if the LLTNPA had added a couple of places to each camping permit area to
meet increased demand, it could have paid for mobile toilet provision.
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LLTNPA toilets at Milarrochy Bay

Why, if the LLTNPA can keep the toilets at Milarrochy safely open,  couldnâ??t it do so at
Rowardennan or indeed Balmaha?  Is there any rational explanation for the sign on the toilet block
doors at Rowardennan?
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If people can queue outside for one toilet, they can queue for another.

Having wasted resources over the summer,  the LLTNPA is now proposing to return to business as
usual:

â??Following the post-lockdown rush and in line with our usual seasonal practices, some of theses (sic)
facilities will shortly begin to close and temporary toilets will be removed. However due to the increased
demand anticipated during the autumn, this may be later than usual in some locations. More
information on toilet provision during the autumn and winter months will soon be available on our
website.â?•

It should be obvious that the LLTNPA needs to keep ALL its toilets open over the winter.  It also needs
to consider other popular places where fixed provision needs to be supplemented by mobile toilets,
such as Duck Bay or the Ben Venue and Ben A â??an car parks.
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It was not clear if this litter had been piled up by those who brought it or collected by FLS or LLTNPA Rangers

The worst example of littering I came across was at Rowardennan.   Instead of imploring people to take
their litter home, we need to understand why some people do this.  If it was the litterers who had piled
up the rubbish,  why they didnâ??t take their litter over to the large bins which Stirling Council, to their
credit, provide by the toilet block?  Perhaps the people didnâ??t realise there were any bins, or
perhaps, having forgotten to take a bag to put the litter in, they didnâ??t want to make multiple journeys
to the bins (maybe 80 metres away)?
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Bin at Milarrochy Bay. Very Covid friendly, as you can open bin with the foot pedal but not big enough for people
who have brought a bag for their rubbish

The evidence suggests that large bins in places where people might have significant amounts of
rubbish are part of the answer.  Industrial size bins, as someone pointed out recently in a parkswatch
comment, are common in the Alps.  They not be pretty but they donâ??t limit what rubbish can be
disposed of and, as a consequence, there is far less â??fly tippingâ?•.

At the Board Meeting the LLTNPAâ??s Litter Prevention Manager, in response to a question, clarified
that anything over one bag of litter â?? as in pile of litter at Rowardennan or an abandoned tent â?? is
classified as fly tipping.  This distinction appears to be causing some of the problems and buck passing.
The LLTNPA sees its role as limited to providing for litter disposal on its sites, hence the small bins or
bins with small opening.  It wonâ??t provide larger bins because of all the other rubbish that it might
have to pay to dispose of given cuts in local authority provision.   The wider issue is that the LLTNPA
has proved itself incapable of persuading its partners to agree a joined up approach to litter across the
National Park
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In the paper accompanying the Litter Prevention Strategy (see here) staff stated:

â??Falls of Falloch alone accumulating over 130 bags of litter in the period before travel restrictions we
lifted; the equivalent to an additional 260 (80 litre) bags of litter in July compared to July 2019 recorded
as part of our Ranger patrols, and in two days at the start of August with the assistance of 4 volunteers,
Rangers and Land Operations collecting 81 additional bags of waste on top of routine litter picking
services.

I pointed out to the Board that the 130 bags of litter at Falls of Falloch was almost double the 73 bags 
that were collected in two whole wards of the Cairngorms National Park over the summer (see here). 
The difference is that in the Cairngorms National Park there are litter bins.  The Litter Prevention
Manager responded later in the meeting by claiming this amount of litter would require 9-10 bins at the
Falls of Falloch and this would impact on the 15 car parking spaces there.  Just how such a limited
number of cars could generate such an enormous amount of litter was never explained.  My suspicion
is that much of it was fly tipping due to dumps being closed.  Whatever the explanation, the cost in staff
time to pick it all up and then transport is elsewhere must be far greater than the cost of emptying bins.

Board Members did make a number of pertinent comments on the Litter Prevention Strategy.  Martin
Earl asked what other agencies were doing to extend facilities opening over the winter?  (Gordon
Watson didnâ??t have â??the pictureâ?•).  David McCowan asked what the cost would be of
comprehensive litter provision?   The response was the cost would be so much it was not even worth
calculating.  (That seems unlikely as if suitable bins were provided littering would drop dramatically and
so would the costs of clear-up).   Sarah Drummond pointed out that litter enforcement takes a huge
amount of time. (By implication, that time that would be better spent emptying bins).  Bob Darracott
pointed out that the National Litter Strategy, which the Board strategy is supposed to support, is now
well out of date.

In responding to my presentation in the morning and the debate, Simon Jones, the Parkâ??s Director of
Conservation, made two excellent points.  The first was that without more resources, the National Park
is simply moving the pieces around.  The second agreed with a point I had made, that staff donâ??t
have enough clout to negotiate a joined up approach with other public authorities and therefore Board
Members need to get involved.

Unfortunately, after offering their thoughts, Board Members changed nothing in the papers and made
no commitment to getting involved.   The Litter Prevention Strategy, delivered seven years after it was
first promised,  commits to nothing except more of the same.  Staff will now commence on some action
plans for next year instead of drawing up a case for the resources that are really needed and preparing
a negotiation brief for Board Members.

As a consequence, it is predictable that the visitor management chaos and wasted opportunities in
places like east Loch Lomond will continue.  It is time the LLTNPA dusted down its Visitor Management
Plans for east Loch Lomond, which formally expired in 2019 but was effectively abandoned without
public debate several years ago, and used this as a basis for developing a multi-agency plan to address
the gaps in visitor infrastructure there: parking capacity and the provision of public transport;  camping
capacity, toilet provision; and waste disposal.  Until this happens, this will continue to be the National
Park whose only answer is to say â??Noâ?• and â??Donâ??tâ?•.
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Detail from photo of Cashel -putting  private before public interest
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