
Unacceptable telecommunications masts (2) â?? at the eastern end of Loch
Mullardoch on the Glencannich estate

Description

My attempt (very proximate) to show proposed location of mast and line of new road up to it. Sgurr
na Lapaich on left. Photo 2019.

In a recent post on the proposed telecommunications mast at the western end of Loch Mullardoch (see
here), I criticised the organisations which have rightly formed a coalition agains  the Shared Rural
Network programme for not campaigning hard enough to protect  Scotlandâ??s finest wild land from
descretation.

Those organisations â?? I am a member of most â?? made up for it last week with a surge of coverage
in the more liberal media, e.g the BBC (see here) and Herald (see here). That should help bring the
issues to the attention of politicians.  At the same time most of the organisations have highlighting the
issues to their own members in the last couple of weeks: e.g the National Trust for Scotland (see here); 
Mountaineering Scotland in the Scottish Mountaineer and John Muir Trust in their newsletter.  Coupled
with other recent coverage from the likes of Chris Townsend (see here) and UK Hillwalking News (see
here), most outdoor recreationists should now have some awareness of the landscape implications of
blanketing the Highlands with telecommunications masts. The challenge now is to turn that awareness
into pressure which the politicians cannot ignore
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This post takes a look at the recent planning application â?? there are dozens more to come â?? for a
mast at the eastern end of Loch Mullardoch to highlight some further implications of the Shared Rural
Network programme.

The planning application

Map showing the proposed location of the mast which is by the red
symbol not the black dot

Due to a serious flaw in Scotlandâ??s planning system, permitted developments like
telecommunications masts do not require full planning permission in Wild Land Areas. They have to be
notified to the planning authority, who can require the proposal to be modified but not refused.  Unlike
the proposed mast at the west end of Loch Mullardoch, however, the one at the east end is not just in
the same Wild Land Area, itâ??s in an area protected for nature conservation and therefore requires full
planning permission (hence the planning reference 23/04957/FUL).  This means Highland Council
could refuse the application and there is every reason to do so.

This application is not part of the Total Not Spot programme, fully funded by the UK Government, but
part of the accompanying Partial Not Spot programme, funded by the mobile phone operators.  The aim
of this is to ensure that by sharing telecommunications equipment coverage for rural communities is not
just limited to one operator, as is often the case at present.  There is no explanation that I can find in
the application of what area would be covered by this mast or why other existing masts could not be
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used to address â??partial not spotâ?• issues.

Moreover, Strathglass Community Council appears to have raised serious concerns, as the developer
acknowledges in their â??Supplementary Informationâ?•:

â??To date we have only received contact from the local Community Council. On 14th September
2023, Strathglass Community Council Chairman R Humphrey Clarke sent his concerns over stating:
â??I wrote to you earlier on my own account. Having conferred with other members of our Community
we heartily endorse the attached document [the statement from the coalition of concern about these
masts] which spells out in rather more detail the points I made. In particular we believe any new masts
should serve communities that exist rather than being geographically spread to meet an arbitrary
percentage coverage of the nation. Our local area has been declared by the National Geographic
Magazine as â??The Best in the world 2023â?? we therefore deplore the plan to litter it with industrial
structures. If any of these masts is actually deemed to be necessary against the criteria of the attached
document, may we please be given the opportunity to walk the site with your team and agree the detail
of location, colour and concealment so that the beauty of this area is not destroyed.â?•

So far Highland Council has not published a single objection on the planning portal, either from
Strathglass Community Council or anyone else (the application was validated on 4th November and the
consultation nominally closes on 7th December).  Two comments in support have been lodged, one
from Digital Mobile Spectrum Limited, the joint venture between the four mobile phone companies
behind the mast, and one from the UK Government:

As the developer admits in their application there are â??no nearby habited (sic) communities and the
nearest habited (sic again) residence is 1.6 km awayâ?•.  Mr Anthony Morgan, the representative of the
UK Government, clearly does not know what he is talking about.  His claim that the â??Improvementâ?•
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programme will minimise impact on the countryside is just ludicrous and illustrates just how far
government is now prepared to go to support business interests at the expense of everything else.

That the UK Government, through Mr Morgan, has felt the need to comment on this application
suggests they are becoming increasingly concerned about public opposition to these masts, both by
outdoor recreationists and local communities.  Their response is to try and railroad them through the
planning system.  The developer also appears to be doing the same:

â??The financial constraints and time limits of the SRN project are also material planning
considerations, as any undue delays or issues associated may result in the proposed sites cancellation
and subsequent re-allocation of funds to fulfil another not spot area, leaving this area without mobile
network coverage.â?•

While perhaps intended as a threat to the planners, the unintended implication is that if there is enough
public opposition to this application the developers may well walk away. There are serious reasons to
object.

The application appears to be an attempt to set a dangerous and

very damaging precedent.  The site location is far higher than most applications for mast to date at a
height of c650m rather than lower down the side of the glen.   Allow this and there could soon be
telecommunications masts on some of Scotlandâ??s great ridges.

The application contains several vague statements about the importance of the landscape and how the
developers are trying to minimise the visual impact of the mast which will be sited on a rocky outcrop
more or less opposite the Munro Toll Creagach on the south side of Loch Mullardoch.  The developer
claims the form of the outcrop will partially screen the mast from view but predictably fails to discuss
specific viewpoints (other than from the road).  No landscaping is proposed â??due to the steep
terrainâ?•.

The developer has not submitted a visual impact assessment or made any attempt to show from where
the mast might be visible: the truth is unless it is visible from lots of places there would be no point
locating it here as its coverage would be very limited!
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As part of the planning application a new 2.4km road is proposed up to the site of the mast.  Again
there is no attempt to consider the visual impact of the road â?? which is justified on the grounds that
there is already a track created by ATV use up the hillside â?? but coupled with the horrible hydro track
it will completely trash the lasts feelings of wildness at the east end of Loch Mullardoch.
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Hydro track on left, the very approx position and line of new 2.4km road indicated in red on right.

 

 

Looking carefully at the full size original photo taken in 2019 I could just make out some ATV tracks
heading up the hillside but their visual impact is nothing compared to what would be a 3m wide scar up
the hillside. The â??designâ?• of the proposed road is contained in the â??Access Layoutâ?• document
and is not fit for any purpose:
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Showing â??typicalâ?• sections of a road tells you almost nothing, apart from the fact this road will be
3m wide (on the â??narrowerâ?• straight sections).  There has been no survey to show much of the
track will float on peat more than 1m thick nor how much peat less than 1m thick will need to be
excavated to create the road. Moreover:

â??Materials are yet to be selected; this will come with final build design further to a full access survey.
Likely build materials are to be two wheel lines of compacted stone with existing ground maintained in
between.â?•

To complete the shambles the Design Statement also says the developer has â??instructedâ?• an
ecology report, although as yet there is no sign of this on the planning portal.
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Map credit Andy Wightman, Who Owns Scotland showing the boundary of the Glen Cannich Estate
and approx location of the mast.

The site is on the Glencannich Estate who were notified by the developer of the proposed development
on 13th October. The estate, which Who Owns Scotland shows is owned by Sir James HF Fuller and
Edward RF Fuller, do not appear to have responded as yet.  If they objected to the application, as the
National Trust for Scotland has now done in Torridon, and refused to provide their consent to build a
road on their land, that would make a difference. How much the Fullers care the landscape for which
they are the custodians, however, is a moot point:
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The Glencannich Estate first  allowed the hydro road to be
constructed and then failed to ensure it was properly restored. 
Photo 2019

The hydro scheme should not be seen as a justification to add to the landscape damage in Glen
Cannich, rather a compelling reason why Highland Council should NOT allow another road to be
constructed on the other side of the ridge on the right

Why objecting to this application is important

The only  justification for this application is that it will improve mobile coverage for hillwalkers and other
outdoor recreationists.  The â??Supplementary Informationâ?• states that: â??the majority of those
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viewing the (mast) would be those taking part in recreational activities, and perhaps the occasional
estate worker, which is an extremely limited number of peopleâ?•.

The developer clearly doesnâ??t have a clue about what is important to the outdoor recreational
community or what people do.  There are poorly informed references to â??trailsâ?• â?? presumably
meaning the circuit of the north Mullardoch Munros and the round trip of north/south Munros â?? the
importance of which is brushed aside with statements such as â??the routes to complete this loop are
very difficult and accordingly are only used by a limited number of peopleâ?•.  Why not then listen to
those people and the organisations that represent them?

For those who value wild land and Scotlandâ??s remote landscapes, being â??away from it allâ?• and
out of mobile phone signal is part of what of what is valuable about the experience.  For others who
enjoy being outdoors but also like to use their phone, the question they should ask themselves should
be what is more important, being able to send photos with a couple of clicks from where-ever one
happens to be or the subject of most of those photos, the unspoiled landscape?

For a popular campaign against these masts to success we need lots of outdoor recreationists to get
behind the coalition against the masts and say â??not in my nameâ?•. Please consider doing so for this
application for the reasons explained above.  You can comment  here where here is a link to register
with Highland Regional Council â?? a simple process â?? if you have not already done so.

[I would like to thank Jane Meek, who alerted me to this application and highlighted a number of
statements which I have quoted, for her help with this post].
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