
Charging for access at Arrochar – Argyll and Bute Council’s grubby deal

Description

The Herald yesterday revealed that Argyll and Bute Council have had an offer to buy the car park at
the foot of the Cobbler accepted.  The sum has not yet been disclosed.  Unfortunately what should
have been good news, bringing a piece of private land into public ownership for the benefit of the
public, is anything but.

Argyll and Bute had been leasing the car park and had used their lease to extract money from visitors,
both in the form of charges (see here) –  £9 for many to walk up the Cobbler – and through the
imposition of an extraordinary number of fines (see here).  Now they are buying it, the situation may
get even worse.

The Herald story was based on a report which is to be considered by the Helensburgh and Lomond
Committee of the Council, which covers the Arrochar area, on Thursday (see here). The report is from
the Commercial Services section of Argyll and Bute Council and is called “property updates”.  It says
this about the Cobbler car park and the “tourist” car park at the head of Loch Long:
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The car parks, as managed by Argyll and Bute Council, have NOT operated “a valuable public service”
in the sense that they have been of any benefit to the public. Argyll and Bute offered no facilities for
visitors using the car parks and this summer the local community were forced to step in and provide
public toilets at the two of them with financial support from NatureScot (see here).  Nor do Argyll and
Bute appear to have used any of the income to pay for the continuing problem of marine litter at the
head of Loch Long:
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Marine litter February 2020 with the car park owned by Luss Estates visible on left. Photo
credit local resident.

But the two car parks have indisputably been very valuable to the Council as a source of revenue. 
That is why while flogging off other assets, Argyll and Bute wants to acquire this one:
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Section 5.2 of the report confirms the Council’s only interest is income and that it has failed to consider
its socio-economic duty – the implications for tourism – or equalities – access rights are supposed to
be for all and not just those who can afford to pay the Council’s access tax.

Luss Estates’ decision not to renew the lease for the “tourist” car park at the head of Loch Long and
tomanage that itself will result in a significant loss of income to the council and already appears to have
resulted in a significant drop in fines:

Extract from Area Scorecard report to Helensburgh and Lomond Committee on Thursday. Last
year in the second quarter £2301 was collected from the Luss, Duck Bay and Arrochar car parks
and the remark about the loss of the car parkcould explain why fines have dropped by 25%.

Having decided not to sell the car park at the head of Loch Long and manage it itself, one hopes that
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Luss Estates is going to be more public spirited than Argyll and Bute Council and not use it as a milch
cow for the estate.  One hopes too they will not repeat the mistakes they have made at Luss, where
their outsourcing of the management of the car parks to Parking Eye has alienated many visitors (as
you can see from the comments on my post on parking fines see here).

Given that the services of Parking Eye were dispensed of by the Lake District National Park Authority
back in 2012, after concerns about how it was operating (see here), one would have hoped that the
Loch Lomond and Trossachs National Park Authority (LLTNPA) might have warned Luss Estates
about the risks.  But the LLTNPA appear too  busy arranging with Parking Eye themselves to run an
Automated Number Plate Recognition system at their own car parks to have noticed!

There is sadly no evidence that the LLTNPA have taken any interest in the future of the car parks at
Loch Long whether to benefit the local community (its sustainable development duty), promote outdoor
recreation (fair charges with facilities for visitors) or protect the natural environment (help clear up
marine litter).  There was no mention either of what has been happening in any of the papers for the
Board Meeting that took place on Monday.  Whenever leadership might make a difference, the
National Park Authority appears to be absent.
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