
Who is telling the truth about LLTNPA involvement in Flamingo Land â?? Gordon
Watson or Sid Perrie?

Description

Last weekend the Sunday Mail ran an article (see here) on the Standards Commission Hearing (see
here) which declared Sid Perrie, the locally elected member for Balloch, guilty of bullying for sending six
emails raising concerns about conflicts of interest in the handling of the Flamingo Land Planning
application. As a consequence the Standards Commission has suspended Sid Perrie from the Loch
Lomond and Trossachs National Park Authority (LLTNPA) Board for six months.

The article, in which I was quoted, ended with a long and revealing quote from Gordon Watson, Chief
Executive Officer, of the LLTNPA.  According to Mr Watson, the LLTNPA handling of the Flamingo
Land Application was completely above board and therefore, by implication, Sid Perrie was completely
wrong to try and raise concerns and deserved to be suspended.

Mr Watsonâ??s quote started by, stating LLTNPA planning staff had twice recommended rejecting
Flamingo Land, as if this proved they had taken a neutral and objective approach to the planning
application. What this failed to mention was:

the numerous actions that planning staff had taken to smooth the way for the proposed Flamingo
Land development before then, (see here) and (here);
the consequences for the reputation of the National Park Authority if had it approved the planning
application in the face of 150,000 objections from the public;
the fact that the reasons LLTNPA staff gave for refusing the application were very weak (see
here), which made it easy for the Scottish Government Reporter to uphold Flamingo Landâ??s
appeal (see here);
the failure of LLTNPA staff to do anything to strengthen the reasons for objecting since the appeal
was called in by Scottish Ministers (see here)

Mr Watson, then moved on to deny that the LLTNPA was in any way compromised by its handling of
the Flamingo Land application:

â??We once again strenuously refute any allegations that there has been anything inappropriate about
our handling of this planning process, including accusations of there being a â??conflict of interestâ??
â?? which we categorically reject.â?•

â??In 2015 Scottish Enterprise invited the Park Authorityâ??s then Head of Visitor Experience to be
involved in the process of reviewing the submissions for the West Riverside site, which is allocated for
tourism uses in the Local Development Plan. This involvement was in a purely advisory capacity in
relation to tourism considerations only, and without prejudice to any consideration of planning issues.

â??The final decision regarding a preferred developer was for Scottish Enterprise as the landowner to
make alone. The National Park Authority had no formal role in their decision to appoint Flamingo Land
as preferred bidder.
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Mr Watson has been repeating versions of these claims since 2016, when the LLTNPA issued a
â??Statement on the recent announcement regarding West Riverside in Ballochâ?? (see here):

An expanded version of these claims was repeated in another media statement in September 2021
(see here)

Both versions of events are contradicted by the evidence which I described at length in the Flamingo
Story (1) and (2) (links above).  These included the following statements from Scottish Enterprise (SE)
in response to Freedom of Information Requests:

Extract FOI response Scottish Enterprise 10/1/17

Far from just offering tourism advice, SE stated the LLTNPA had endorsed the Design Principles (a
planning rather than a tourism function) â??set out in the scoring documentâ?• and â??both this and
the scoring document were endorsed by the LLTNPAâ?•.  An earlier FOI response also showed that far
from acting in an advisory capacity, the LLTNPA was involved in scoring the submissions:
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SE even provided me with a copy of the scoring matrix, approved by the LLTNPA, which covered price
as well as quality:

Following his claims in September 2021 that â??no member of the planning team or member of the
board was involved in their (Flamingo Landâ??s) selectionâ??, Mr Watsonâ??s statement to the
Sunday Mail appears to suggest that the planning teamâ??s involvement was restricted to â??free
confidential pre-application advice,:
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â??Separately, the planning service offers free confidential pre-application advice to anyone who is
considering submitting a planning application, such advice is always without prejudice to the
consideration of a subsequent formal application. This approach is entirely commonplace across
Scotland and aims to help inform a developerâ??s own decision to proceed with a planning
application.â?•

Mr Watson did not explain what â??adviceâ?• was actually offered or how this fitted with other evidence
provided through FOI requests.  This shows that shortly after the LLTNPAâ??s Mairi Bell had sat on the
interview panel which scored the Flamingo Land application, she and â??Stuartâ?• â?? who appears to
be  Stuart Means head of planning â?? met with SE.  Unfortunately, no minute appears to have been
taken of the meeting, despite the comprehensive agenda:

Why Mr Mearns, if it was he, and Mairi Bell would both need to attend the one meeting if their
involvement was quite â??separateâ?•, as Mr Watson claims, and both consider matters far beyond
planning and tourism has still never explained by the LLTNPA.  (I did email Heather Reid requesting
she to speak to Mr Mearns and ask him to confirm whether he was at this meeting â?? an easy thing for
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her to do â?? but she never responded).  The evidence therefore strongly suggests that the
LLTNPAâ??s planners were actively involved in the selection of Flamingo Land as preferred developers
for the Riverside Site and not just limited to an advisory role.

I will not repeat all the other evidence here but suffice to say that it is impossible to reconcile the
contradictions between SEâ??s and Mr Watsonâ??s version of events and as a consequence one of
them is not telling the truth. I attempted in 2021 and 2023 to get the Conveners of the LLTNPA Board to
investigate the claims that had been made in the two media statements quoted above by submitting
formal complaints.  It would have been easy enough for either James Stuart or his successor as
Convener, Heather Reid, to check with their counterparts at SE and establish who was telling the truth. 
Instead, both Conveners handed responsibility for investigating my complaints to staff  managed by Mr
Watson.  The outcome was never in doubt, as this one sentence response to my second complaint
shows:

The LLTNPA Board therefore has never made any attempt to explain or resolve the contradictions
between the claims of its Chief Executive and the documentation provided by SE but instead appears
to have decided to brazen it out.

No-one on the LLTNPA Board challenged this until Sid Perrie was elected in 2021 to represent the
people of Balloch and the surrounding area.  His attempts to establish to the truth, as documented in a
series of emails which I have seen, were continually rebuffed. The questions he tried to raise in the six
emails before the special planning meeting on the Flamingo Land planning application in September
2024, have now resulted in him being suspended from the LLTNPA Board for six months by the
Standards Commission.  Those questions have still never been publicly answered.

Mr Watson comments to the Sunday Mail on Mr Perrieâ??s case at the end of his quote are revealing:

â??We welcome the decision from the Standards Commission for Scotland Public Hearing which found
thatâ?¦ Sid Perrie had breached multiple sections of the National Park Authorityâ??s Code of Conduct
and has been suspended for six months as a resultâ?¦â?¦â?¦â?¦â?¦â?¦â?¦.The National Park Authority
will continue, as we always have done, to ensure all National Park Authority Board Members are held to
the highest standards of public office and comply fully with our established Code of Conduct.â?•

Mr Watson is clearly delighted Mr Perrie is now off his back.  With no-one else with power prepared to
question his claims â?? and I include MSPs in that â?? his position must now feel more secure than it
has for a long time.  Mr Watsonâ??s statement also helps confirm that LLTNPA senior management
are now, like officials elsewhere, using the Code of Conduct in Public Life to control board members
and councillors and avoid being held to account (see here).

In Mr Perrieâ??s case, the Code of Conduct has been used to silence him while Mr Watson continues
to make totally unsubstantiated claims to the media.  There is nothing ethical about the LLTNPA, the
Standards Commission or their decision.
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