
HIEâ??s mountain coaster at Cairn Gorm (1) â?? playing with the public

Description

The red lines show the location of the proposed mountain
coaster. Image credit Ryden from Design Statement.

Highland and Islands Enterprise (HIE)â??s plans to build a mountain coaster, first proposed in 2018
and now described as a toboggan run, are now in the news (see here for example).  A planning
application was submitted to Highland Council on 2nd April and called-in by the Cairngorms National
Park Authority (CNPA) on 27th April (see here for planning papers).  This post argues that HIE and its
subsidiary which runs Cairn Gorm, Cairngorm Mountain (Scotland) Ltd, are once again treating the
public as mugs.

 

Election purdah â?? what purdah?

Effectively these applications were an announcement by HIE, which will be funding the mountain
coaster, of another investment at Cairn Gorm slap bang in the middle of an election period.  Scottish
Government guidance on the elections (see here) is that its agencies were supposed â??to avoid any
significant new initiativesâ?? from the 26th March when the Scottish Parliament went into recess until
after the elections.  Having experienced officials at one public body postpone a meeting which I and
others were due to attend because of election purdah, it appears there is one rule for HIE and another
for everyone else.

In 2024 Midlothian Council completed the construction of a mountain coaster at â??Destination
Hillendâ??, formerly known for its dry ski slope, as part of a three phase project. The total costs were
reported by the New Civil Engineer in December 2024 to have soared â??since it was first okayed by
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the council four years ago from Â£13.8M to Â£37Mâ??. I have not been able to find from
Midlothianâ??s accounts how much they actually spent on the coaster but it seems likely that HIEâ??s
investment will come into the â??significantâ?? category.  In that case it is likely to have been approved
by Scottish Ministers and raises questions about who authorised the planning applications to be
submitted in the election period.

 

Concealing the costs of the coaster

IDP = Infrastructure Delivery Pipeline.  One of the recommendations from the Scottish Parliamentâ??s Public
Audit Committee into the Cairngorm Funicular railway published on 24th February 2026

Stuart Black, Chief Executive of HIE, responded to the Public Audit Committee (PAC) about its report
on the funicular railway on 20th March (see here), i.e too late for the Committee to consider what he
said. He informed them that the reason the funicular was not included in the Scottish Governmentâ??s
Infrastructure Delivery Pipeline is  â??no further significant capital spend beyond routine inspection,
monitoring and maintenance is planned for the funicular over the next four years or beyondâ?? . He
went on to say that â??There may, however, be other significant capital spend at Cairngorm â?? e.g.
relating to delivery of the masterplan â?? and we will liaise with Scottish Government in relation to
this.â??

There is no sign of those other significant capital projects in the Scottish Governmentâ??s list of IDPs
(see here).

Unfortunately the PACâ??s inquiry and report was limited to HIEâ??s management of the funicular and
not their management of Cairngorm as a whole.  That has allowed HIE to swerve the implications of its
recommendations about the need for greater transparency and carry on with other projects as
secretively as ever:
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Extract from most recently published minute of an HIE Board meeting â?? held on 16th December
2025

This minute was published before the PAC made its recommendations but illustrates the secret way
HIE operates. The effective conduct of public affairs would be much better served if the public knew
what HIE was doing at Cairngorm and how they were planning to spend public money rather than them
falsely claiming this information is commercially sensitive.

The public â??minuteâ?? continues:
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Interestingly, neither the outgoing or incoming chairs of CMSL or their Chief Executive attended the first
part of the HIE Board discussion about Cairngorm.  That raises questions about how much they have
been told about what is really going on with the funicular?

After recording the â??good newsâ??, most of the important information about HIE and CMSLâ??s
plans for the mountain is once again redacted:

Nowhere that I can find has HIE published the costs of the new coaster which would allow the public
and politicians to judge whether the Scottish Government should have included it in its Infrastructure
Delivery Pipeline.  It also seems quite extraordinary that the HIE Board â??commented positivelyâ?? on
the the plans for a mountain coaster before having sight of the business plan given the Â£25.4m costs
HIE told the PAC it cost to repair the funicular.
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What are HIE and CMSLâ??s plans for snowsports at Cairn Gorm?

HIE and CMSL have now rebranded the SEâ??s Groupâ??s 2018 mountain coaster proposal as a
toboggan run, giving the impression that it is somehow connected with snow.  In fact the coaster would
run on a metal rail, summer and winter, and has nothing to do with snowsports.

The proposed investment, however, has significant implications for the future of snowsports at Cairn
Gorm which, in the absence of other uplift, have been made totally dependent on the funicular.  The
funicular has limited capacity for skiers and boarders, is very slow and its operation is affected when the
tunnel below the Ptarmigan gets blocked with snow.   At best therefore what the coaster proposal
means, if the CNPA were to grant planning permission,  is that future investment in improving uplift for
snowsports is likely to be delayed.  At worst it could mean that new uplift that could serve not just skiers
and boarders but mountain bikers NEVER happens.

Unfortunately, despite the recommendations of the PAC that HIE should do more to involve the public,
it appears that HIE have no intention of allowing anyone to comment on its new business plan and what
the priorities for public investment at Cairn Gorm should be.  One wonders whether the new directors of
CMSL appointed on 1st January (see here), all of whom (Mark Tait, Lesley McKenna and Alistair Todd)
are skiers, have been given any in this or were presented with a fait accompli?

From a snowsports perspective, the proposal to operate the  mountain coaster in winter can only be to
the detriment of skiers and boarders.  HIE and CMSLâ??s decision to reduce the size of the car park at
Coire Cas meant that this season it was often full by 8am and seriously constrained the number of
people able to enjoy the good snow at Cairn Gorm.  In the absence of any proposals from HIE and
CMSL to create a first class shuttle bus service from Glenmore, adding another winter â??attractionâ??
to the mix can only add to the parking chaos. Strangely, there is no transport assessment
accompanying the application and all the Design Statement says is that the mountain coaster could be
accessed by bus number 30!

Covering up the truth

The planning application form submitted by Ryden LLP acting on behalf of CMSL and HIE states:

This is contradicted by the Landscape Visual Appraisal conducted by Brindley Associates:
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This paragraph continues by setting out the detailed advice offered by the
CNPAâ??s landscape adviser.

Despite HIE/CMSL and their agents having been in detailed discussions about this planning application
since December, the CNPAâ??s letter to Highland Council calling in the planning application claims
they were notified about it on 21st April:

Although the CNPA may have been FORMALLY notified about the planning application on 21st April
they have clearly known about it for months.  Words are important.  It raises questions about what other
discussions have been taking place between HIE, CMSL and their agents and the CNPA?   The the
length of time the CNPA has been involved in discussions behind the scenes contrasts with the three
weeks they allow the public to comment on planning applications.

Also highly misleading is the Planning and Design statement by Ryden.  The section on Planning starts:

â??There is an extensive site planning history for various facilities associated with Cairngorm Mountain
and the associated ski and leisure/tourism infrastructure and the funicular railway stretching back over
30 years. These have been for a variety of complementary individual proposals that are co-ordinated
and suited in terms of colour, materials, design and landscaping consistent with the overall Cairngorm
Masterplan and provides for general upgrading and improvement of facilities and the visitor experience
and has significantly improved the arrival experience and environmental quality and visual amenity
associated with the range of facilities currently on site. The more recent and relevant of which are
summarised belowâ??:

The Cairngorm Masterplan was published by HIE on 2nd June 2021 (see here).  It therefore postdates
most of the planning applications Ryden lists as being â??consistentâ?? with it.  Rydenâ??s list of
â??relevant applicationsâ?? starts in 2019.  This is the year after HIE and CMSL had submitted a
planning application to build a dry ski slope above the Coire Cas car park.  That is the very same slope
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where they now wish to construct the toboggan run.  The then CNPA board refused that application
because of its impact!

History matters but Ryden has failed to mention the planning application that has most relevance for the
current application.  One wonders why no-one from CMSL or HIE picked that up and insisted the
Design Statement consider the implications?  The answer is they believe the public are mugs.
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