PARKSWATCHSCOTLAND
Address | Phone | Link | Email

Forest and Land Scotland’s buyback of Camping in the Forest LLP and the
implications for our National Parks

Description

Cshelcampsit closed in eptb 020 |
On 25th February Forestry and Land Scotland and Forestry England issued a joint news release (see

here) announcing that they had acquired the Camping and Caravanning Club (CCC)’s majority stake in
Camping in the Forest (CITF) which manages three campsites in prime locations in Scotland’s National
Parks: at Glenmore in the Cairngorms; Cashel on Loch Lomond; and Cobleland in the Trossachs. This

is very welcome as CITF failed to re-open these three campsites in 2020 after lockdown was released.
This had disastrous consequences as the campsites stood empty while campers and campervanners
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flocked to the countryside as never before.

| argued at the time (see here) that the CCC was clearly unfit to manage these campsites and that
Scottish Government minister responsible, Fergus Ewing, who rightly demanded the campsites needed
to re-open should intervene, terminate the lease and ask Forest and Land Scotland (FLS) to re-
assume responsibility for their management.

It may have taken 18 months — and the CCC will continue to manage the campsites for a further year —
but this very quick compared to the 10 years it has taken FLS to start planting trees above the Rest
and Be Thankful (see here). Perhaps Mr Ewing, who is often justly criticised, deserves some applause
in this case?

FLS/Forestry England’s announcement did not say how much they have paid to acquire the CCC’s
72% stake in CITF. The claim by an FLS spokesperson in the Strathy that the sum is commercially
confidential (see here) is nonsense: the sum will eventually appear in CCC’s accounts. Meantime
information has appeared on the Companies House website which casts further light on the extent of
the disaster in 2020 and raises questions about what FLS should have paid to buy back the business.

The costs of the 2020 campsite closures

The financial consequences of the decision-not'to re-open the CITF campsites are best seen from the
Camping and Caravanning Club’s’accounts for the year until the end of February 2021 (see here), i.e
exactly the first year of the Covid pandemic:

Results

A summary of key financial results are set out in the table below and discussed in this section.

Turnover Operating (loss)/profit EBITDA*

2021 . 2020 2021 2020 2021 2020

£000 E00D £000 E£000 £000 £000
Camping and Caravanning Club 30,586 51,964 {3,240) 2,272 4,073 8,959
Franchising 270 378 (33) 68 (33) 68
Campingin the Forest 140 6,124 = (2,024) 531 (1,521) - 1,214
Group total 30,996 58,460 {5,297) 2,871 2,519 10,241

While the CCC'’s total income for 2020/21 almost halved, that for its subsidiary CITF collapsed.
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The difference is explained by CCC'’s decision to re-open its own sites but keep the former Forestry
Commission sites they managed through CITF closed. Had the CITF campsites re-opened like the
other CCC sites it is likely that the loss would have been reduced to c£800,000 at most. The decisionto
keep these campsites closed therefore made no commercial sense, so why was it allowed tohappen?

According to the rules of the Limited Liability Partnership, profits and losses were shared between
partners according to their stake. With FLS and Forestry England having a 28% stake in the business,
the cost to them of keeping 16 campsites across the UK closed will have been over £500,000. While
the CITF accounts (see here) reveal this cost will have been partially offset through FLS receiving
£91,489 for ground rent and site repairs, we also know that in Glen More FLS took on an extra 16 staff
to help manage visitors. The total cost of the closure to FLS therefore will have been significant.

At the same time, however, CCC’s accounts reveal that during this period they received over £500Kk in
fees for managing these empty campsites:

30. Related party transactions
Transactions with non 100% owned subsidiaries

All transactions disclosed relate to transactions with Camping in the Forest LLP where the Group is a
72% member.

During the year the Club recharged services\io\Camping in the Forest LLP (CITF) for costs incurred in
relation to Councillors/Secretaries_of £54K (2020 £65k), Management fees of £464k (2020: £888k) and
various costs incurred on behalf of CITF totalling to £197k (2020: £769Kk). There was a charge made with
respect to the tax incurréd by the Club on the profits generated by CITF, this charge from the Club to
CITF was for ENil(2020: £224k).

At the year-end £640k (2020: £371k) was outstanding and included within debtors, The receivable is
unsecured and no guarantees have been received.

The closure of the campsites also had further knock-on impacts on the local economy. The CITF
accounts show they received £195k from the coronavirus retention scheme and other government
grants but that the average number of monthly staff reduced from 62 to 23.

The accounts therefore show quite conclusively that it was in the public interest that Scottish Ministers
terminated their agreement with the CCC. The main questions are whether they couldn’t have done it
more quickly and what further management charges will be extracted by the CCC this year.

What was Camping in the Forest worth?
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CAMPING IN THE FOREST LLP
REGISTERED NUMBER: QC3T0500

BALAMCE SHEET
AS AT 28 FEBRUARY 2021

28 February 28 February
2 2020
Mote £000 £000
Fixed assets
Tangible assets 12 4,613 4,920
Investments 13 4422 4 526
8,035 5,446
Current assets
Stocks 14 & 18
Debtors: amounts falling due within one year 16 44 114
Cash at bank and in hand 1,366 1,196
1,418 1,328
Creditors: Amounts Falling Due Within One
Year 16- (2,327) {2,023
Net current liabilities: (209) {B95)
Total assets less current liabilities 8,126 8757
Creditars: amounts falling due after mare
than one year 17 (1,500) [250)
MNet asgets 6,626 8501
e ———_—
Represented by:
Members' other interests
Members' capital 5,835 5835
Other reserves ™ 2666
Total members' interests
Members' other interests 6,626 8801

The short answer is the bottom line, £6,626,000: if FLS and Forestry England paid CCC for their 72%
share that would come to £4,770,720, a significant sum of money.

Set against this FLS might have been able to negotiate their loss of income from last year and the
future rent CCC was due to pay in rent and non-cancellable operating leases, a considerable sum (it
appears from the accounts that £2m ground rent may have been due for each campsite by 2046).
Given these considerations it seems to me in the public interest that FLS should disclose, sooner
rather than later, how much they actually paid to take back CITF from CCC.
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What about the future?

Both of our National Park Authorities have a statutory duty to promote public enjoyment of the
countryside but they remained silent about CCC'’s decision to keep these campsites closed in 2020
even though they, like FLS, are likely to have incurred extra costs as a result. They should not remain
silent now.

The CCC has been charging extortionate amounts for all three campsites. A booking for tomorrow
night, i.e mid-week off season, for a small tent cost would cost you £15 at Glen More, £16.80 at Cashel
and £18.50 at Cobleland. Peak season charges are way higher. That is not camping for all. The
Cairngorms and Loch Lomond and Trossachs National Park Authorities need to tell FLS that, having
taken back the business, it is time to review and reduce the charges to make the campsites more
accessible. That could be informed by a benchmarking exercise with campsites in mountain areas in
Europe where charges tend to be far lower.

FLS’s ability to reduce the charges will depend in part on what it paid to take back the business and
whether the costs of that will have to be re-paid from future campsite fees. One reason campsites in
Scotland are generally more expensive than those in Europe'comes down to the value of land and the
place of rent in our economy. High land prices and-restricted land availability drive up prices both for
local housing and for visitors. On land thatiis publicly owned Scottish Ministers should be
demonstrating how to do things differently‘instead of apeing landowners.
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