
The impact of land-ownership on conservation, outdoor recreation and local
communities – the case of Ardlui

Description

A week ago, Land Use Consultants withdrew their request to the Loch Lomond and Trossachs National
Park Authority for a scoping opinion about a possible chalet development on land between the River
Falloch and the A82 north of Ardlui (see here) after a large area of ancient woodland had been
unlawfully felled.

Back in 1992 the land occupied by the abandoned Ardlui Outdoor Centre, extending north along the
banks of the River Falloch, was undeveloped and in single ownership:

The red demarcates the land described on the Registers of Scotland as
McGregor’s landing, the green square the land occupied by the former
Ardlui outdoor centre. Map credit Registers of Scotland.

The landholding was then effectively split in two, with the Planning Authorities at the time agreeing the
green square should become a development site while the red strip of ancient woodland was left to
nature.   What has happened to both since raises serious questions about how land in our National
Parks is currently owned and managed.
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The sad history of Ardlui Outdoor Centre

Initially a Visitor Centre was constructed on the development site but then, in 2010, it was converted
into an Outdoor Centre by West Dunbartonshire Council.   On 22nd February 2010 WDC signed a
lease for the land and buildings which committed them to pay £65k a year for 25 years.

Three years later, on 14th October 2013, the owners of the land and buildings, Freeland
Developments, sold the land to Loch Lomond Assets Ltd for £810k.

Then, in 2015, five years after opening, WDC closed the Outdoor Centre despite widespread
opposition (see here). It has remained empty ever since.

On 28th December 2018 information at Companies House shows Lloyds Bank PLC registered a
charge over the property:
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The reason for the charge is not explained but it gives Lloyd’s bank the right to receive all rents.

Recently, Councillor Jim Bollan of the Community Party, who had campaigned vigorously against the
closure, obtained confirmation from WDC officials that the Council are still paying the rent.  For five
years WDC have been paying £65k a year for nothing.   It would have been far cheaper if they had
bought the land and buildings for £810k in 2013 than pay over £1,625,000 in rent over 25 years.

The challenge for councils is that central government in Scotland, while trumpeting community
ownership, makes it almost impossible for public authorities to acquire land.  Moreover, it puts
continuous pressure on public authorities to sell off assets.  Examples in the Loch Lomond and
Trossachs National Park include Scottish Enterprise’s attempt to sell its land at Balloch to Flamingo
Land (see here) and Forest and Land Scotland’s marketing of Ewich Forest at Crianlarich (see here). 
The system is designed in the private not the public interest.

The financial disaster at Ardlui is just one example of the collapse of outdoor education provision in
Scotland.  Last year Glasgow City Council threatened to close Blairvadach Outdoor Centre (see here).  
The Covid crisis now means that almost every remaining outdoor centre in Scotland faces financial
collapse (you can sign a petition against closure here). This is at a time when outdoor education is
needed more than ever before.  Whether it’s the number of mountain rescue call-outs, the  amount of
litter being left in the countryside or people trying to burn live branches from trees, part of the
explanation lies in the cuts to outdoor education that have taken place over the last ten years.  We
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need to teach both urban and rural people about the countryside and there is no better way to do this
than residential outdoor education.

Any Covid recovery plan for the National Park should include investment to get Ardlui and the other
outdoor centres operational again and purchase of the land and buildings should form part of this.

Land speculation on the banks of the River Falloch

The scoping opinion for a chalet development was submitted on behalf of SSH Trading Ltd, a company
based in Manchester,  which was used to buy this narrow and boggy strip of land 18 months ago:
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Extract from land registry

The land has now changed hands four times in the last 14 years but why the dramatic changes in
price?  And, more specifically, why the sudden jump from £198k at the end of November 2018 to
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£750k four and a half months later?  Someone made a huge profit on the last transaction.

When the request for the scoping opinion was withdrawn last week, the Loch Lomond and Trossachs
National Park Authority removed a number of supporting documents from the planning portal.  In my
view this is totally wrong but I have learned to keep copies. The Screening Report from Land Use
Consultants (too big at 4MB to upload here) contained a section headed “Public Consultation” which
revealed that:

“Discussions between the Applicant and the LLTNPA were primarily undertaken in December 2018 
and a ‘Proposal of Application Notice’ (PAN) will be submitted.”

If the date is right, the  main discussions between the LLTNPA as planning authority and SSH trading
took place before they had bought the land.  The implication is that SSH trading came away from those
discussions believing they could secure planning approval to develop the land,  even though the
LLTNPA has a strong policy presumption against any development on ancient woodland sites, and it
was therefore worth paying £750k for it.  How could that have happened?

The dates on the Registers of Scotland also tell us that the felling of ancient woodland on the site took
place after SSH trading had bought the land and it appears therefore that they are ultimately
responsible for the destruction.    While Forestry Scotland are responsible for investigating and taking
enforcement action against illegal tree felling, there are wider matters associated with the planning
application that it would be in the public interest to investigate.

The absence of controls over who can own land in our National Parks

What has happened on these two relatively small parcels of land at Ardlui raise some fundamental
questions about land-ownership in our National Parks.   Why are we allowing land in our National
Parks to be traded for private gain rather than the public interest?  Why aren’t prospective owners of
significant pieces of land in our National Park – excluding domestic properties – vetted before any sale
can be agreed?  Do we not need to strengthen our land reform legislation so that communities and
public authorities have first call on any land sold in our National Parks, whether or not an interest has
been registered previously?

To illustrate the extent of the issue, in the last 18 months, the two large landholdings that surround
Ardlui have both exchanged hands without any scrutiny. Most of the land on the north west side of
Loch Lomond, from the shore to the summit of Ben Vorlich, belongs to Stuckendroin Farm.  This was
bought in December 2018 by OC DANMARK HOLDING A/S for £1,567,000.  Then Garabal (see here),
just to the north, was sold for £2,700,000 on 18th October 2019 to Simon and Gemma Hartwright from
Abington.  I have not, from an internet search, been able to find out much about either purchaser
although the latter are clearly a very wealthy couple.

Taken all together a huge chunk of the National Park has changed hands in the last two years without
any scrutiny.  . The way all these owners intend to manage their land has significant implications for
the National Park but we don’t at present even ask them what they intend to do before they buy the
land, let alone whether this is in the interests of conservation, outdoor recreation or local communities.

We need a public debate about how we can bring most of the land in our National Parks into public,
charitable or community ownership in the medium term.  But for the present, at the very least, we need
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a system where prospective private owners are required to sign up to land management plans that put
our National Park’s statutory objectives first.  Until that happens the scandalous misuse of land will
continue.
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