
HIEâ??s mountain coaster at Cairn Gorm (2) â?? what is the likely impact?

Description

Mountain coaster at Hillend, Edinburgh, viewed from the north side of the bypass â?? about a km away
â?? on 15th April.

Following my post on the proposed mountain coaster/toboggan run at Cairn Gorm (see here), I have
been invited to meet Cairngorm Mountain Scotland Ltd (CMSL) along with Gordon Bulloch and Dave
Morris who gave evidence to the Public Audit Committee with me about the funicular in January (see
here).  I have taken the opportunity to ask CMSL to clarify several matters relating to the documentation
for the coaster planning application (see here) and to supply missing information.
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Access Track

The planning documentation is less than clear about whether a permanent access track forms part of
the application.  There is no explicit mention of a track in the title of the application â??Proposed
mountain toboggan track and associated structures, buildings, platforms, landscaping and infrastructure
worksâ?? and no mention at all in the Planning and Design Statement which gives an overview of the
proposal.  A â??maintenance and emergency trackâ?? is listed as part of the development in the
Landscape and Visual Appraisal (LVA) but its not mentioned in some of the accompanying
visualisations.

One of the Landscape Visualisations from the planning application with no access track shown

That lack of clarity is compounded by the Construction Environment Management Plan (CEMP)
produced by McGowan and Cnoclee Environmental Services which states under 2.1.1 Access:

â??Access to the route will be via existing roads / tracks where possible with access across open
areas being created using trackway panels or for low impact plant and vehicles.
All access which is not from existing tracks or trackway panels will be kept to required plant
and vehicles only.â??

But then appears to contradict this under Section 4, ATV Access Track, which states â??The works
comprise:

Earthworks to create track profile
Formation of trackside ditch to control run-off
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Translocation of excavated turf to form verges and central strip to minimise visual
impactâ??.
The track shall be nominally 1.8m wide and 550m long. The track will be formed using local
site won material to minimise the requirement for imported material. Water bars and trackside
ditching will be installed to control any surface water run-off to minimise the risk of erosion.
Post Works
Completion of reinstatement once works are complete to ensure that appropriate
measures have been taken for future regeneration.â??

I would like to thank Mike Gifford, the CSML CEO, for confirming that a permanent access track does
form part of the access application.  It appears therefore that the CEMP was describing two separate
things, temporary access for ATVs for construction purposes and a permanent access track for
â??maintenance and emergencyâ?? purposes.

Photo credit Planning and Design Statement â?? no maintenance track in site!

Just why HIE/CMSL believe its possible to construct the coaster without a track but one is needed for
maintenance purposes is not explained.  With Mike Giffordâ??s clarification I was able to work out that
whatever the other documents state or show, the proposed Site Layout Plan appears to be correct
(although the existing Poma lift is not clearly shown):
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Site Layout Plan courtesy the planning documentation.  The grey line = the proposed permanent
access track; the straight blue line the route of the coaster as it carries people uphill; and the squiggly
lines mark the descent.

The Site Layout Plan shows that the proposed permanent track will be of very limited use for
maintenance and emergency purposes because it would be separated from the longer downhill length
of coaster track by the uphill coaster track which forms a barrier to vehicles. Since any accidents
requiring emergency help are most likely on the downhill section of coaster track, the proposed access
track appears to be in the wrong place. That raises questions about its real purpose.

 

The potential impacts of the proposed access track

The proposed track is 550m long and rises over 100m so the average angle of slope is around 1 in 5 or
20%.  NatureScotâ??s Guidance on Constructed Tracks in the Uplands (see here) states:

â??Tracks designed to accommodate light four wheel vehicles should normally have a maximum
gradient of 14% or 1 in 7.â?? 
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There is no mention that I can find in the CEMP or the other planning documentation of the angle of the
track or that this would contravene NatureScotâ??s guidance.

One of the consequences of constructing such a steep track is that it would be highly prone to erosion
(see here).  Evidence for that at Cairn Gorm  is provided by what happened in 2019 to the easier
angled track with water bars that McGowan had constructed alongside the Shieling Rope tow (see
here).  Both CMSL and McGowan therefore should know that installing water bars and ditching as
proposed in the CEMP are extremely unlikely to prevent the track from eroding away.

The materials proposed for the base of the track, starting with 25mm of compacted dust or fine will be
highly vulnerable to erosion by water and, once loose, wind.  Diagram credit CEMP.

The CEMP provides a diagram of what it described as a â??Typical Emergency and Access Trackâ??. 
The width of the track in this diagram is 20cm wider than 180cm width quoted in Section 4 above. So
which is it? That makes a difference to how visible it will be and how much material might erode away.

The LVIA states that:

â??The proposed maintenance and emergency access track would travel along the same route of the
Day Lodge Poma ski lift requiring removal of heathland that is already partially subject to winter
trampling, limiting the loss of prime heathland habitatâ??.

Nowhere else in the planning documentation is it stated the access track will be constructed on the Day
Lodge Poma uplift path and the implications for snowsports are not discussed.

Most ski tows and Pomas follow sunken lines because that helps trap the snow.  While a a raised track
180cm wide may be broad enough for skiers and boarders, it is unlikely to retain snow in the wind.

The Site Layout Plan shows the proposed access track is not straight and takes a distinct kink towards
the coaster uplift halfway up.  How the straight poma and kinked track will fit is not described, nor are
the implications for snowsports.

Moreover, even the more detailed plans fail to show the poma lift infrastructure:
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Extract from General Plan Bottom Area â?? Sheet 1 of 4.

 

The grey line at the top is the access track which is supposed to run along the Poma, so why is the
Poma infrastructure not clearly shown so one can understand the relationship between the two?  The
best that I can find showing the relationships is from the corner of another plan which shows the design
of one of the bridges:
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Extract from General Plan â?? Bridge 1 â?? Sheet 3 or 4. 
The red lines show the boundary for the planning
application, the blue the uplift section of the coaster coaster
and the grey the proposed track.

The dotted lines on this plan appear to be related to the Poma but what they are intended to show is
not clear.  It is possible they show the snow fences on either side of the Poma uplift but it is not right
that anyone who wishes to comment on the application is left to speculate.

The absence of information about the Day Lodge Poma raises questions about its future and can only
feed speculation that CMSL/HIE are planning to remove it.  Doing so would be a disaster for
snowsports and increase even further the reliance on the funicular for access to the lifts on SrÃ²n an
Aonaich and Coire na Ciste.

 

Landscape impact of the coaster and track

The red shows the line of the coaster and bottom station, the tan
the line of the â??maintenance and emergencyâ?? track.  Photo
montage from LVA Graphic 5 Credit Brindley Associates

This photomontage from the far side of the Day Lodge clearly shows the relative sizes of the various
elements of the development and is helpful for considering their potential visual impact on the
Cairngorm Mountains National Scenic Area.   The red and tan lines should not be taken as showing
their actual visual impact.
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Photomontage credit Brindley Associates

Most of the proposed coaster track is close to the ground, as this photomontage illustrates, and will
have less impact than the proposed dry ski slope which the Cairngorms National Park Authority (CNPA)
rejected on landscape grounds. Unfortunately this is the only visualisation from  close-up and there is
nothing to show what the two proposed bridges over the existing footpath will look like to walkers.

The visual impact of the rail itself will vary according to light conditions and also be affected by the
reflective properties of the metal used to fabricate it. When traveling out of Edinburgh on Friday on the
A702 the coaster at Hillend stood out in the morning light from about 2km away.  On the way back I
stopped and took the top photo from closer by but in poorer light.  The Hillend coaster raises serious
doubts about the claim in the Planning and Design Statement that the landscape â??impacts will be
minimalâ??.

The Hillend coaster also raises questions about why CNPA staff agreed to limit the visualisation points
to an area within 1.5km of the proposed development? The landscape issue at stake here is whether in
sunny conditions the coaster rail could be seen glinting from as far away as the other side of
Strathspey.
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Line of the raised access track overlaid onto the snow with raised bridge visible
lower right.  The bottom station infrastructure is less of a landscape issue though
will add to the clutter around the Day Lodge.  Photomontage credit Brindley
Associates.

The LVA states that â??the extent of the buildings and infrastructure is limited and keeps the main
building and storage facilities close to other existing grouping of buildingsâ?? which in my view is a fair
assessment.  The LVA was, however, conducted in January, when there was a lot of snow, and there
are no images to show what an eroding access track would look like in summer.

The LVA repeats the following comment for no less than five of the viewpoints chosen to assess the
impact of the development:

â??There is also the possibility that the current policy of woodland creation could be continued within
the locale. For an indication of where tree planting was undertaken in 2022 and 2024, and the extent of
future proposed tree planting, see Figure 05: Wider Woodland Strategy. If the Wider Woodland Strategy
were implemented, the existing and proposed views outlined above would come to feature emerging
woodland cover extending east up the lower north-western slopes of SrÃ²n an Aonaich and northeast
from the Cairngorm Mountain ski resort.â??
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Fig 05 showing the potential extent of woodland creation
above the Day Lodge and car park which was agreed as part
of a Woodland Strategy adopted in 2019.  The light green
shows the woodland creation to date.

The LVA is correct to state that woodland, whether planted or naturally regenerating as at present,
could in time screen most of the proposed coaster infrastructure and preventing reflections from the
metal structure being visible from afar (there is a question about trees here would ever grow high
enough to conceal the bridges).  The LVA, however, refers to woodland planting as a possibility rather
than a concrete plan and whether anything happens would appear to depend on funding from HIE.

That lack of certainty about funding raises the question why CMSL did not ask the Spey Catchment
Initiative to plant trees above the Day Lodge, rather than giving the go ahead to the montane woodland
project last year (see here)?  The slope above the Day Lodge would have been a far less controversial
site.

The planning implications for the Cairngorms National Park

Setting aside the most fundamental question, which is whether it is appropriate to construct a coaster
and other similar visitor amusements high up on Cairn Gorm, the CNPA needs to address a number of
issues relating to the impact of the proposed coaster. starting with clarifications about exactly what is
proposed and how that would relate to the existing ski infrastructure.

Whatever else the CNPA decides there is no justification for the proposed permanent access track. 
This will be of little use for maintenance and emergency purposes and is far too steep.  It is also
contrary to the CNPAâ??s policy presumption against new tracks on moorland (policy 4a in their
National Park Partnership Plan). Reference to that is omitted from CMSLâ??s Planning and Design
Statement.
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It appears from their agreement with the developers about the landscape visualisation points that CNPA
staff are unlikely to recommend the coaster itself  be refused on landscape grounds.  If that is the case
they should nevertheless put in place measures to minimise the landscape impact.  These should
include a requirement that the metal structure has a matt finish, to reduce the amount of light it reflects
on sunny days, and a legally enforceable plan for tree planting.

Unlawful work at the Shieling prior to the CNPA requiring Natural Retreats to apply for
retrospective planning permission for the new access track there.

The CNPA should also be mindful of what happened at the Shieling in 2016 with the rope tow
development (see here). To prevent such inappropriate and destructive work happening again the
CNPA should insist on a far more detailed CEMP and require independent monitoring of any works on
a weekly basis.

While the landscape impacts of the coaster could potentially be mitigated to an acceptable level if the
access track was removed, that does not mean the proposed development is justified.  My next post will
consider the proposal from a cost/benefit and wider public interest perspective.
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