
The Cononish goldmine under wraps along with the Loch Lomond and Trossachs
National Park Board

Description

Tailings Stack 2 at the Cononish goldmine, which had been eroding away over the winter,
had been all wrapped up in geotextile by May.  Slide credit LLTNPA

Background

The matters arising paper for the June meeting of the Loch Lomond and Trossachs National Park
Authority (LLTNPA) recorded that an ACTION recored in the minute the March meeting, that “
SM to look at possibility of organising a site visit to the gold and silver mine at Cononish for Members”, 
was “closed”. The wording begs some questions?   Why would SM, Stuart Mearns the Director of
Development, need to look into the possibility of a board visit to Cononish?  Do he and his staff, who
are meant to be monitoring the now closed mine, have to ask permission from SGZ Cononish, the
company that still runs the mine, each time they visit?  Why could he have not just said “yes”, of course
I will arrange that?  And the statement the ACTION was closed could mean anything!    I therefore
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submitted a Freedom of Information on 9th June asking if the board had visited the goldmine and, if so,
for any information relating to it.

 

A visit six months too late

It turns out the out the following board members visited on 27th May: Heather Reid (Convener, who is
yet to respond to a single one of my emails expressing concerning about the mine); Rhona Brock; 
Claire Chapman (Convener of Planning); Maurice Corry; • Martin Earl;  Ronnie Erskine (Convener of
Audit and Risk Management);  Richard Johnston; David Mackie; Shonny Paterson;  William Sinclair
and Chris Spray along with the following National Park staff: Stuart Mearns, Director of Place;  Anna
MacLean, Director of Engagement and Innovation;  Development Management Planner; and Ecologist.

Given this level of interest, the question arises why these board members did not ask to visit the mine
last October, when I first started to alert them to the environmental risks posed by the financial collapse
at the mine (see here)? Or last December, when a series of predictable pollution incidents forced
planning staff to take action (see here)?  In all I wrote to the Convener of the LLTNPA on 11 occasions
between October and the end of February, trying to make her aware of the crisis at the mine, and
never received any acknowledgment or response from her.  A visit any time during that period would
have been more than justified but she and her fellow board members chose to leave it until after the
crisis was over and, as photos from the FOI show, the mine had been all cleared up so there was very
little to see!.
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https://parkswatchscotland.co.uk/2023/12/18/the-lomond-and-trossachs-national-parks-cover-up-of-the-serious-environmental-risks-posed-by-the-cononish-goldmine/


The commentary on the slides minimises the seriousness of these incidents and blames
sediment leaks on heavy rain when of course the point of the planning conditions attached
to the Cononish goldmine is they were intended to prevent such incidents happening,
whatever the weather!

It is possible that some board members wanted to use the visit on 27th May to promote some “learning
after the event” but there are no “lessons learned” included in the information response.

 

Staff control all LLTNPA board members do and say

The majority of information provided in the information response was not about what had gone wrong
at the mine last year and had belatedly prompted the visit. Instead, it mainly consisted of instructions to
board members of what they could and could not do starting with this letter:
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I am not going to publish the whole risk assessment that board members were asked by return to
confirm they had read because I have been provided with 30 pages of it but here is a flavour:
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It would not be unreasonable to expect that anyone appointed to the LLTNPA board would have
experience of being outdoors in National Parks and not need to be told about hazards like uneven
ground, sunburn or dehyrdation.  So why require board members to read about this?

The LLTNPA never used to do this.  I, with a couple of other objectors, were allowed to observe the
then LLTNPA Board when they visited the Cononish gold mine site prior to determining the planning
application and I do not recall any of this bureaucracy (the risk assessment is for planning visits, not
mines as such) or having to sign anything.  We were even given a lift up the mine in National Park
vehicles and some of the board members spoke to us (without of course saying how they were going
to vote).   The mine has already been operational, so it was a mine site.

And then, as if this reading the risk was enough, the lecturing was repeated in the slides.
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If any LLTNPA Board Member needs to be told that the weather in upland areas like Cononish can be
unpredictale, they shouldn’t be on the board.  But to dismiss the slides and risk assessment as
patronising or nonsensical bureaucracy is, I believe, to miss the point.
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By treating board members like very young children you control them, hence “All staff and board
members will be escorted by mine staff at all times”. There is not a single hazard mentioned in the risk
assessment that you might not come across anywhere in the countryside and nothing specific to the
mine and mining.  Unless the mine site still contains hidden horrors, e.g polluted land that might poison
visitors, there was no justification for trying to control board members in this way.
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Forcing board members to wear National Park jackets, Hi Viz Jackets on top of those and steel capped
boots to boot, on a site which is non-operatonal and where the public are denied access goes beyond
control, its abusive.  That is the point, any board member who accepted this level of co-ercion and
control by LLTNPA and Cononish staff as normal, was never going to question them.

Despite this exercise in group control, however, it appears  LLTNPA senior management were still
concerned that some board members could try and hold Scotgold to account. Why otherwise produce
this slide?
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My guess is that it  was aimed at the local Board Member for Balloch, Sid Perrie, who is the one
member of the National Park Authority prepared to speak his mind and whom the Board Convener,
Heather Reid, threatened to evict from the last meeting for questioning what the proposed changes to
the Code of Conduct were really about (see here).  While Mr Perrie did not attend the visit, he was one
of those scheduled to attend – perhaps the slide made him decide it would be a waste of time?
Whatever the case, the slide helps confirm that the primary intention of staff in putting a revised Code
of Conduct to the June Board Meeting was to use it  to limt critical questions about the planning
system, not just at Flamingo Land but Cononish too.

 

Where now for the Cononish goldmine?
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The LLTNPA only published the mine monitoring report for December, which I obtained through an FOI
request and discussed in a post in May (see here), in June and has not yet published subsequent
reports.  Despite the lack of public  information, however, I am pretty confident the mine site no longer
poses any immediate environmental risk: staff would never have allowed the board to visit if it did.

The main issue now, therefore, is what happens to what is effectively a mothballed mine.  There have
been no updates to the information about SGZ Cononish, the company that was operating the mine,
since Nathaniel Le Roux, the person who now appears to own the mine (see link above), resigned as a
Director in January.  What if any discussions have taken place between LLTNPA staff and Mr Le Roux
and his agents is not public knowledge.

Under the Section 75 Agreement which was put in place for Cononish, the LLTNPA should trigger
provisions to restore the site if the mine ceases to operate for a year.  With the mine closing at the end
of September 2023 that date is only six weeks away.  While one of the slides for the board visit
referred to the restoration bond and there is a reference to the mine being in a “care and maintenance
phase”, nowhere was there any mention of the potential closure of the mine or what happens next.

There is evidence to suggest LLTNPA senior management are putting the interests of Mr Le Roux
before those of the National Park.  For example, apart from the very belated work to prevent
environmental pollution, the LLTNPA appears to have done nothing to resolve the retrospective
application (see here)  to retain “containers for accommodating site office, welfare facilities and
laboratory (including associated infrastructure) and formation of associated parking areas” where there
has where there has been no progress since May 2023.

The risk is that if left to staff the LLTNPA will continue to allow the mine to lie in limbo, despoiling the
landscape and impact on the public’s enjoyment of it, until “market conditions” are such that Mr Le
Roux or someone else can raise funds to start mining again.  Such an outcome would be contrary to
the intention of the Section 75 agreement and the aims of the National Park which is why the future of
the mine needs to be on the agenda of the September Board Meeting and discussed in public.
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