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James Fenton

Editorial

Have you ever known a developer
cancel a proposed development
because the Environmental Impact
Assessment concludes the impact on
the environment is too high? | cannot
think of one.

Call me cynical, but any consultancy
carrying out such an assessment will
always tell the developer what they
want to hear: “the environmental
impacts can be mitigated so that the
development can go ahead.”

This seems to have been the case with
the planned Loch na h-Earba pumped
storage scheme south of Loch Laggan
(see page 23). The EIA states that the
development “would introduce new
construction works and permanent
features” into the Wild Land Area
(WLA)”, resulting in some “some
localised changes to strength of
wildness but the study area would still
form a viable part of the WLA. The
effect on the WLA as a whole would
therefore be not significant.”

The EIA lists all the new permanent
infrastructure, but then seems to say
that their addition is not relevant to
the qualities of the Wild Land Area. A
very questionable conclusion, and
some would say a non sequitur. But the
developer was never going to drop
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their grand plans just because the site
was within wild land!

Most of this newsletter, though, is
devoted to the planned placement of
numerous new masts in wild land,
apparently as a result of a desk
exercise in London.

These issues show how the presence
of wild land has absolutely no
influence on developers or politicians.

* %k %

| was reading recently how Artificial
Intelligence (Al) is incredibly power
hungry. For example, a search using
Al uses 15 times more power than a
Google Search. In California they are
considering building nuclear power
stations just to cope with the
increasing use of Al. At a time when
the world is trying to reduce energy
use for the sake of the climate, surely
responsible environmentalists (and
everyone else) should shun the use
of Al? Otherwise more energy
infrastructure will be needed ...

Advance notice

SWLG AGM
Saturday 7 December

Venue to be decided
Watch the website for details




THE PHONE MAST SAGA

The Planned Shared Rural Network

Dave Craig

Editor’s note: The last issue of Wild Land News (103) included a joint Position
Statement from NGOs on the proposed mast network under the Shared Rural
Network, particularly the impact on wild land. A subsequent letter to Ofcom is

included on page 15.

One of Boris Johnston’s ‘levelling up’
ideas was to improve 4G coverage in
rural areas, where the commercial
networks are not cost-effective. This
became the Shared Rural Network
(SRN) — driven by Ofcom, the
communications market regulator. As
a condition of licencing, they have
required the four network operators
to provide 4G coverage to 90% of UK
land area by 2026. Full details can be
found here: https://www.ofcom.org.
uk/ data/assets/pdf file/
0031/192919/notice-of-compliance-
verification-methodology.pdf

To fill in “Total Not Spots’ (TNS) where
there is currently no coverage, the UK
government is funding around 300
new masts. Mast sites were chosen
purely on the basis of terrain maps
and Radio Software. The algorithm for
siting for these TNS masts gives no
weighting to premises, businesses, or
roads. This may well have looked good

on paper from the perspective of a
London office UK. Consultation has
been limited to telling selected people
bits of the plan, ‘for information’.
However, in the unique landscape of
Scottish Highlands, TNS areas are
concentrated in uninhabited Wild Land
Areas (WLAs), so that almost all the
new masts are in Wild Land: many in
the remotest, wildest, and most

. It may
precious parts. have
looked
Independently of the plans from good on
paper

Ofcom, the Scottish Government has

just completed a similar plan for new
masts for their ‘4G Infill Programme’.
The aims of the two schemes are
similar, but the Scottish Government’s
one was driven by consultation with
the local communities.

The map on the left shows the result:
4G Infill masts follow remote
communities, with only one mast in
Wild Land. With ten times the budget,
there are far more SRN masts — but
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almost all are in Wild Land. When
people familiar with these wilderness
area became aware of the sites, the
universal reaction was ‘Why?’. SRN
publicity material described helping
people to go about their daily
business, and servicing the ‘millions of
visitors” in National Parks. It is evident
that they just assumed 4G coverage
was an essential part of modern life,

and would be welcomed everywhere.

SRN planners need to be educated to
recognise that empty Wild Land does
NOT create a need for 4G coverage.
Any new masts need to be justified by
their utility, because the value of this
land lies not its potential for
development but in its wildness. The
damage to Wild Land is significant: not
just the masts, but the generators and
access tracks. Service vehicles will

grind back and forth every month.

Once built, any development is used
to justify further developments
because the landscape is already
degraded. By wasting the entire
government funding on uninhabited
areas, Highland communities on the
fringes are missing out on the wider,
faster and more reliable coverage they

would all welcome.

This is not to say that coverage should
be prohibited; we have a duty to
provide life-saving emergency

assistance. Much Wild Land can be
covered from masts built outside
these areas: more than 50% already
has 4G coverage and 2G voice
coverage is much better than this. In
wild terrain 100% coverage can never
be achieved with masts, wherever we
allow them to be built. Each TNS mast
will not necessarily be used by all four
operators, so the new SRN 4G
coverage and internet connectivity will
still depend on which network you are
using. For reliable emergency cover,
4G phones suffer from short battery
life.

If really required, better solutions
which do not damage the wild land are
available. Satellite phones are one
possibility, but Personal Locator
Beacons are the obvious choice. They
could (should) be mandatory for
anyone working in remote areas like
Wild Land. Government assistance
could be provided to help local
businesses to acquire them; and/or or
local rental sites could be provided to

service occasional users and visitors.



Two masts east of Loch Loyne in Inverness-shire. It seems ridiculous to have two
masts,for different operators,when one would suffice. Note also the absence of a
formalised access track, leading to long-term soil erosion.

Any mast will need vehicle access or, perhaps exceptionally, helicopter access,
detracting from wild land: both eroding wheel-marks and formalised tracks
result in permanent intrustion. Photo. J Fenton



James Fenton

SWLG Objections

The SRN masts all require planning
permission and SWLG, together with
other conservation organisations in
Scotland, has formally objected to
many planned masts in Highland
Region. An example objection, for a
mast in Coire Mhic Nobuil in Torridon,

is:

“The SWLG objects to the planning
application 23/04138/FUL in the
strongest possible terms. There cannot
be a more inappropriate site for new
infrastructure anywhere else in
Scotland.

“The Torridon mountains represent
the core of the remaining wild land in
Scotland, and if new infrastructure is
allowed here, nowhere is sacrosanct.
The location is within the National
Trust for Scotland properties where
the Unna Principles apply (no new
infrastructure), as well as been in a
National Scenic Area, Wild Land Area
and previously a National Park
Direction Area. It is distant from any
road or track.

Wild Land is a finite national asset and
is lost through attrition, particularly
the addition of infrastructure in
remote areas.

“Additionally, the mast is sited within a
remote area with an absence of rural
businesses or any population at all
which might benefit from enhanced
telecommunications coverage. If there
is need for emergency cover by the
rescue services, there are always
satellite phones, and, in the future,
Starlink.

Wild land
“Together with other organisations s a finite
promoting the conservation of the steinal
Highland landscape, SWLG is a

supporter of the 'Position Statement

on the development of telecom masts
in remote and wild areas’”

Interestingly, the developers have now
withdrawn the application for this and
several other masts. It is unclear if
such applications will be resubmitted.



Dr Zoe Hudson DSc

The View from Torridon

| first heard of the Shared Rural
Network (SRN) about five months ago.
This is a UK Government initiative to
‘bring mobile broadband to rural
communities across the UK. That
sounds great.

| live near Torridon, in the Highlands,
and in the past our area has struggled
with connectivity which has made it
difficult for people to live and work
here. However, last year, thanks to the
Scottish Government infill program we
were one of the last communities in
our area to get 4G signal.

So how did we hear about the SRN? An
application to build a new telecoms
mast was submitted to the Highland
Council through the program. The
proposed site was up Coire Mhic
Nobuil footpath, which is the path that
provides access to Beinn Alligin, Beinn
Dearg and goes round the back of
Liathach towards Beinn Eighe. It is a
truly beautiful glen but it was a
complete puzzle why anyone would
want to put a mast there. It wouldn’t
provide coverage to any rural

community, which is the aim of the
SRN, in fact it would be closely
surrounded by 4 hills over 300m.

It turned out the SRN’s aim is to
deliver 4G coverage to 95% of the
geographical areas of the UK. This
includes areas classed as total not
spots (TNS) and other areas that are
partial not spots (PNS). The
government is paying £500 million to
the mobile companies to install masts
in the TNS and the mobile companies
are paying £500 million to cover the
PNS. One of the reasons TNS exist is

Locals &
visitors
were angry

they are not commercially viable,
which is why the mobile companies
have not covered them to date. The

other reason is because there are vast

areas in the UK that are remote, wild

land areas that have no communities,

roads or any other infrastructure. This
makes the SRN target of 95%

geographical coverage a nonsense in

places like the Highlands where masts

are being proposed that will bring no
benefit at all to any communities or
businesses.




Coire Mhic Nobuil, the site of a planned mast, with
Sail Mhor (Beinn Eighe) in the background — where a
mast is also planned. Photo. J Fenton

It took me a while to get my head
round this concept, and a lot of locals
and visitors were angry that a mast
was being proposed with little
perceived benefit that would be
detrimental to the stunning landscape.
It was to be powered by a diesel
generator, serviced by helicopter, and
an ATV track would have to built up
the glen. The site was on National
Trust for Scotland (NTS) land, and NTS
held a meeting in Torridon to explain
the aims of the SRN. This was
extremely well attended and it was the
clear that local communities were
against the mast as they could see so
little benefit.

We needed a two-pronged plan.
Firstly, to stop this mast at the
planning stage and secondly to seek a

dialogue with the Government/
telecoms companies as to where best
to put any masts that would bring
benefits to the community. The first
was relatively easy, people were so
outraged at the prospect of the mast
that nearly 100 objections were
submitted to the planning department
of Highland Council. The objections
came from locals and visitors alike and
the application for the mast was
withdrawn, apparently to be
resubmitted at some point.

It started to become clear this was not
going to be an isolated issue and pre-
planning applications for more masts
were going to community councils. An
action group was set up and a dialogue
started with other community
councils, landowners and

10



Cliff'Hill masts above Poolewe with Loch
Maree in the.background. Photo. J Fenton
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organisations such as the John Muir
Trust, NTS, Sottish Ramblers,
Mountaineering Scotland to name a
few. The SRN is a UK wide program and
it turned out many other areas had
already had the same issues as us and
had caused protests locally but hadn’t
had a lot of publicity outside their
immediate vicinity. The Lake District
and Knoydart are areas that spring to
mind.

Meetings were held with the
developers and we now know that 274
masts are proposed for the Highlands
at a cost of between £500,000 and
f£1million each. It may well be that
some will provide benefit to local
communities, and that would be great,
but many of the applications we have

seen are for extremely remote areas
that will not be of any benefit. The
Government is using taxpayers money
to pay for masts that are not needed/
wanted and the mobile companies will
be fined very heavily if they don’t
comply. The answer is simple, the aim
should be for 95% population not
geographic coverage, then there will
be no need to put them in remote
places.

What can you do to help?

1. Stop the masts at the planning
stage. There is no magic number for
how many objections are needed to
ensure the application goes to a full
planning committee, but it is generally
thought between 5-10. This is having
success: four mast applications have




recently been withdrawn, two of these
were in Glen Affric. Objections do have
to be valid to be taken into account.
For example, in many instances any
benefits are heavily outweighed by the
negative visual and environmental
impacts. Environmental impacts
include the building of ATV tracks to
build and service the masts. Where
diesel generators are proposed this
includes noise pollution and issues
with fuel spillage etc.

When objecting, point out if you feel
the negative impacts do not outweigh
the benefits. Also request as many
additional documents as possible if
they haven’t been included in the
application:

— Wild Land Impact Assessments

— Visual Impact Assessments

— Design and Access statements

— Environmental Management Plans
(which state how the site will be
restored when the development is
removed)

— Peat Surveys (where relevant)

— Radio Coverage Plots (illustrating
current coverage and additional
coverage from the proposed mast)

— Ecological Appraisals

Using local knowledge, you can
challenge the current coverage maps if
they are wrong. If there already is
signal in an area, there is no additional
benefit from a mast, therefore the
planning department should consider
rejecting it.

Landscape damage from vehicles accessing
the Cliff Hill masts. Photo. J Fenton




A mast on the north side of Loch
Cluanie, Craig a’ Chaorainn in the
background. Photo. J Fenton

2. Help change policy and get a proper together to pause and review the SRN
dialogue between the mobile programme.
companies and those who are

supposed to benefit. Locals know The UK minister responsible for the

- : : SRN is Julia Lopez. You can write to Get your
where the deficits are in their P ool
communities and full consultation her at: Council on
board

should take place to ensure masts go
P & Rt Hon Julia Lopez MP, _

Minister of State,
Department for Science, Innovation

where they are needed. Lobby your
elected officials — your councillors,

MSPs, MPs and the UK t.
s, MPs and the UK governmen and Technology,

100 Parliament Street,
London SW1A 2BQ

If you can, it is really important to get
your local Council on board. The

Highland C il voted (by a |
ighland Council voted (by a large Finally, this is not a campaign against

majority) to support the coalition of ) .
jority) PP investment. Far from it. We are all for

community groups and other ) -

o ) masts that will enhance connectivity
organisations. The Council agreed to
write to the Scottish and UK

Governments asking ministers to work

in rural communities, but clearly
masts in remote wild land areas

13



designed simply to meet an arbitrary
95% geographical coverage target will
not do that. These are a waste of
money and will destroy our natural
heritage.

The action group has a Facebook page
(SRN Mast Action Group) which

provides up to date information on
new and decided applications. Please
help and stop unnecessary masts
getting through planning and join the
campaign to get the Government to
consult with communities to make the
program work.

A mast above Ceannacroc, east of Loch
Cluanie, with a formalised access track.
Photo. J Fenton

14



15

NGO Letter to Ofcom, October 2023

Mr Glenn Preston
Director, Scotland
Ofcom

Floor 6, Quartermile One
15 Lauriston Place
Edinburgh EH3 9EP

27 October 2023

Dear Mr Preston

Shared Rural Network -
consequences of 91% geographical
coverage target

1. We are a coalition of community,
conservation and outdoor recreation
groups concerned that the focus of the
Shared Rural Network’s coverage
targets — based on geography rather
than population — makes little
economic, social or environmental
sense in Scotland’s wild and sparsely
populated mountain and upland
landscapes, and is causing
unnecessary harm and having
unanticipated consequences.

2. As the representative of Ofcom in
Scotland, and of Scottish matters in
Ofcom, and as the Regulator of the
process, we are appealing to you to

examine this situation and consider
how our concern may be addressed.

3. We wish to reassure you that we
support the UK Government policy
outcome for this digital connectivity
initiative to provide better mobile cell
coverage for business premises and
rural households, and along the road
network.

4. Our concern is the consequences of
the geographical coverage target,
which is resulting in planning
applications for masts in areas of
Scotland where there are no roads,
business premises or local rural
households that would benefit from
such placement. These are areas that
are sensitive to any form of
development, with special landscape
qualities of scenic beauty or wild
qualities, appreciated by the people
who actively seek the experience of
these remote and wild regions.

5. We have already met with the SRN
team and representatives of the
Operators and expressed our
concerns, but it was made clear that
their mandate is to deliver the
programme through the planning



system within the given timescales.
We are now approaching you as
representing the interests of Scotland
within Ofcom, seeking an adjustment
to the SRN delivery programme.

6. We understand that a lower
geographical target for Scotland than
the rest of the UK has been considered
and set in recognition of the character
of the land, but we fear the mapping
exercise may have misinterpreted the
very low population density and
distribution in parts of highland
Scotland in order to achieve the

geographical coverage objective.

7. A rollout focused on geographical
spread misses the nuance of clusters
of settlement and expanses of land
where digital connectivity is not
essential to meet the policy outcome.
This will lead to under-utilised digital
connection services and a waste of
public finances to install and maintain
them.

8. This approach also imposes masts in
places where local communities and
landowners do not want them —
meaningful community and landowner
consultation is lacking, with an
emphasis on driving a top-down plan
through the statutory planning system
in an incredibly challenging timescale.
The Knoydart case study appended

amply illustrates this approach and

outcome.

9. We suggest that Ofcom could better
protect the public purse, and the
remote rural landscapes, by pausing
the current scattered, unfocused
planning application rollout, and
instead advise the Operators to
prioritise proposals where the mast
signal would provide coverage and
associated connectivity benefits for
rural residents’ homes and business
premises, and gaps along the road
network.

10. Secondly, once the main roads and
settlements have been covered, we
suggest a phased process of
community consultation, similar to the
S4Gl initiative, on digital
telecommunication mast need to
guide where masts are sited and
subsequent, lower priority, placement
in remote locations where there are
no residents, business premises or
roads.

16



11. This consultation would likely delay
the completion of the current blunt
geographical percentage coverage, but
would have the immeasurable benefit
of actually addressing rural
connectivity needs while protecting
the landscapes valued by residents,

landowners and visitors alike.

12. We ask Ofcom to re-evaluate the
SRN target and deadline, and to delay
the threat of fines for the Operators
while a solution is found that satisfies
the need of rural communities in
Scotland, and not have an un-
consulted plan enforced upon them.

13. As an example of the unintended
consequences and harmful approach
of the current process, and a case
study of how a more focused and
targeted approach may be beneficial,
we append a note of the situation that
has arisen in the communities and
landscapes of Knoydart, where the
top-down geographical approach has
not solved any connectivity needs and
has caused anxiety and anger in
communities both of place and of
interest and participation.

Yours sincerely

Mike Daniels
Director of Policy
John Muir Trust

Stuart Younie
Chief Executive Officer
Mountaineering Scotland

On behalf of:

Action to Protect Rural Scotland
Community Land Scotland
John Muir Trust
Mountaineering Scotland
North-East Mountain Trust
Ramblers Scotland

Scottish Wild Land Group

The Knoydart Foundation

The Munro Society

The National Trust for Scotland
Woodland Trust Scotland



APPENDIX

The approach of contractors and
network providers on the Knoydart
peninsula is indicative of the wider
problems of the Shared Rural
Network.

Knoydart Foundation

In January 2023 community
landowner The Knoydart Foundation
was approached by Gateley Hamer
and informed of intentions to build
new telecoms infrastructure on the
Knoydart peninsula- inhabited by
roughly 130 residents- as part of the
Shared Rural Network Scheme.

During a site visit two months later it
became apparent that contractors
were targeting entirely inappropriate
locations to erect telecoms
infrastructure. The two sites visited
would provide no additional 4G
coverage to homes on the peninsula
or the peninsula’s less than seven
miles of council maintained road. Due
to the geographical land mass targets,
contractors were more interested in
providing coverage to swathes of
uninhabited and rarely visited land,
than boosting coverage of homes,
businesses or workplaces.

The South Knoydart Community
Council informed community
members of the proposals and asked

whether they would or would not be

in favour of the construction of new
telecoms infrastructure. 100% of the
103 respondees said they were NOT in
favour of progressing with the scheme
for a multitude of reasons, including
the following:

e Environmental impact: due to the
remote nature of locations, these
masts will need to be built and
maintained by helicopter. This offsets
the effort being made to increase
carbon sequestration through the
planting of native woodland and the
regeneration of peatland.

e No community benefit: homes and
road network would not be provided
additional 4G coverage. Forestry,
deer management and agricultural
employees have their own means of
communication and anticipate no
benefit.

e Waste of public funds:
infrastructure and labour is costly
and unnecessary with so few if any
people set to benefit.

18
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e Negative impact on tourism: the
mountainsides are iconic and largely
unspoilt, even with the utmost care
in the pre-build stage views will be
negatively impacted, detracting from
the visitor’s experience of a National
Scenic Area and Wild Land Area.

e Heavy handed: the approach of the
Shared Rural Network is
disproportionate in terms of
population and landscape.

As community landowner, the
Knoydart Foundation released the
following statement:

“The Knoydart Foundation, as a
representative of the community on
Knoydart, respects the outcome of a
recent community consultation on
proposals to erect further telecoms
masts across the Knoydart Peninsula.
The Knoydart Foundation will not
support or facilitate in any way future
development of these proposals. On
community owned land we are actively
opposing such works as have been

proposed.”

South Knoydart Community Council
released the following position
statement:

“The South Knoydart Community
Council (SKCC), the most local tier of
statutory representation on Knoydart,
has carried out a community
consultation on the Knoydart

peninsula, to gauge community
opinions on the proposed roll-out of
mobile communications masts in
remote parts of the peninsula, as part
of the UK Government's Shared Rural
Network Programme.

“The results of this consultation,
which received the largest ever
response to a community consultation
on Knoydart, showed unanimous
opposition from the community. On
the basis of information on the
programme received and in the
absence of any engagement, dialogue
or evidence-based arguments from
the prospective installers, our initial
position is to oppose this widespread
installation of new masts.

“SKCC would require convincing that
the benefits of these masts meet an
actual, rather than an externally
perceived community need, to
balance against the clearly and
strongly based community opposition.
That said, this initial opposition would
not preclude us considering any actual
planning proposals fairly and
objectively, taking the arguments of
the prospective installers and the
community into account on a case-
by- case basis before deciding to
support, remain neutral or oppose
any specific planning proposal(s).



“We would expect evidence that the
prospective installers are adhering to
the Department for Digital, Culture,
Media and Sport (DCMS) code of
practice to ensure best practice in
protected areas such as Knoydart and
ensure stakeholders are properly and
fully consulted. The lack of dialogue to
date suggests that adherence to the
DCMS code of practice is not currently
being made.”

Neighbouring landowners on the
Knoydart Peninsula have also voiced
their frustration at the approach of the
Shared Rural Network. These
landowners are listed below.

Camusrory Estate

The Camusrory Estate situated above
the banks of upper Loch Nevis were
first approached by Gateley Hamer in
December 2022.

Contractors and mobile network
providers have again decided on a site
which presents a litany of problems
while delivering little, if any, benefit.

The proposed site (TNS0016) is
situated on the River Carnach, to the
west of the remote peak of Sgurr na
Ciche. A representative for the
Camusrory Estate has highlighted the
following issues:

e Lack of connectivity

e Questionable coverage due to the
location at the base of various hills

e Lack of people to benefit from
coverage (there is already mobile
coverage at Camusrory)

e Low number of people passing this
location

® Disturbance of golden eagles
e Difficulty of construction
e Difficulty of powering

® Access challenges to Camusrory in
general (let alone the actual site)

e Environmental damage and visual
damage to an unspoilt wild place

Kilchoan Estate

The Kilchoan Estate, to the east of the
Knoydart Foundation Estate, has been
in communication with Gateley Hamer
since January 2023.

The Kilchoan Estate currently hosts the
S4Gl emergency services which was

20
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erected by WHP Telecoms in 2022, and
provides coverage of 152 km?.

Despite the presence of the S4GI mast,
Kilchoan were approached by
contractors to explore three new
locations on their land.

Barrisdale Estate

A survey led by Mitie was first
conducted on the Barrisdale Estate in
April, with requests issued for an MSV
since August.

The landowner raised several concerns
about the selection of the site
(TNS0009) by Mitie and Three:

® The site is in front of the one of the
last remaining Caledonian Pine

forests and at the foot of the glen.

e The resident community have not
been consulted and have received no
information on the scale of this mast,

nor a visual impact assessment.

e No information on the
environmental impact of this mast:
how much carbon dioxide will be
needed to run it, and the resulting
noise pollution.

® Enormous investments have been
made in maintaining Barrisdale in an
environmentally positive manner.
This includes the hydro scheme that
underwent extensive surveying (with

Nature Scot, and SEPA) and allows
Barrisdale to run on green energy. A
fuel reliant machine would
undermine this.

® The operator wants to use a track
that has been built for the hydro
scheme. This track is unstable and
not suitable for traffic. They would
like to slowly return this track to
nature rather than re-instate it for a
‘handful of visits each year’ by the
telecommunications personnel.

e There are 1 to 2 full time residents
at Barrisdale, they are not interested
in a phone mast.

The WKDMG (West Knoydart Deer
management group) of which we are
part, has also voted unanimously
against this. We understand the need
for emergency services for walkers,
and have no issues with the ESN
program and are at the walkers’
service if there are any emergency
needs while they are visiting
Barrisdale, however, this mast is not
intended to cater to that. They stand
behind Mountaineering’s Scotland’s
statement of preparing people for the
mountains, rather than the mountains
for people. Walkers trek to Barrisdale
for days to be welcomed by
wilderness, not by a phone mast
looking over the valley.



Nevis Estate

The Nevis Estate has been approached
to build three masts on their land.
They are “vehemently” against one

site at Kylesmorar.
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James Fenton

Loch na h-Earba Pumped Storage Scheme

Gilkes Energy have submitted a
planning application for their pumped
storage scheme south of Loch Laggan
on the Ardverikie Estate as outlined in
Wild Land News 102. Although the
deadline for comments has now
passed, details of the scheme can be
found on the Scottish Government’s
Energy Consents Unit website: the
reference number is ECUO0005062.

SWLG Objection

SWLG sent in the following objection
to the Energy Consents Unit:

SCOTTISH WILD LAND GROUP
OBJECTION LOCH NA H-EARBA
PUMPED STORAGE SCHEME,
ECU00005062, James Fenton on
behalf of SWLG 9 April 2024
admin@swlg.org.uk

The Scottish Wild Land Group’s
objection to this development centre
around its impact on Wild Land Area
14.

POLICY BACKGROUND WITH RESPECT
TO WILD LAND

EXTRACTS FROM SCOTTISH NATURAL
HERITAGE (NATURESCOT) LANDSCAPE
POLICY FRAMEWORK

SNH’s landscape work will pursue the
following overarching aim:

— To safeguard and enhance the
distinct identity, the diverse character
and the special qualities of Scotland’s
landscapes as a whole, so as to ensure
that tomorrow’s landscapes
contribute positively to people’s
quality of life and are at least as
attractive and valued as they are

today. The scheme
is incom-

— For the range of Scotland’s patable with
. . wild land
landscapes this means working to qualities

achieve and maintain:

— Uplands, hills and moorland
landscapes characteristically Scottish
in their openness and guality of
wildness.

EXTRACTS FROM SCOTTISH
PLANNING POLICY 2014:
DEVELOPMENT PLANS

91. Plans should safeguard unspoiled
sections of coast which possess
special environmental or cultural
qualities, such as wild land.

200. Wild land character is displayed
in some of Scotland’s remoter upland,
mountain and coastal areas, which are
very sensitive to any form of intrusive
human activity and have little or no



capacity to accept new development.
Plans should identify and safeguard
the character of areas of wild land as
identified on the 2014 SNH map of
wild land areas.

EXTRACTS FROM NPF4

g) Development proposals in areas
identified as wild land in the Nature
Scot Wild Land Areas map will only be
supported where the proposal:

i. will support meeting renewable
energy targets; or,

ii. is for small scale development
directly linked to a rural business
or croft, oris required to support a
fragile community in a rural area.

All such proposals must be
accompanied by a wild land impact
assessment which sets out how
design, siting, or other mitigation
measures have been and will be used
to minimise significant impacts on the
qualities of the wild land, as well as
any management and monitoring
arrangements where appropriate.
Buffer zones around wild land will not
be applied, and effects of
development outwith wild land areas
will not be a significant consideration.

RELEVANT WILD LAND QUALITIES
FOR WILD LAND AREA 14 (FROM
NATURESCOT)

— An extensive and remote mountain
and peatland interior with a strong
sense of sanctuary, appearing even
larger due to distant views to
surrounding wild land areas

— A large area which is visited by
many people to experience wild
land qualities in different ways,
whilst maintaining a sense of
remoteness, sanctuary, challenge
and risk

— An extensive pattern of lochs,
lochans, burns and bog that
highlight the ruggedness of the
landform, limit access and
contribute to the sense of
naturalness

THE DEVELOPER’S EIA REPORT

EXTRACTS FROM APPENDIX 7.5:
ASSESSMENT OF WILD LAND AREA
14: RANNOCH - NEVIS - MAMORES -
ALDER

4.2.1 The Proposed Development
would introduce new construction
works and permanent features,
focussed within three areas within the
WLA:

e Lochan na h-Earba;
¢ Loch a’ Bhealaich Leamhain; and

* The south-western flank of Creag
Pitridh.

4.2.2 Around Lochan na h-Earba the
construction of a large powerhouse
and the Shuas Dam at the south-
western end of the loch, and the Shios
Dam, just outwith the WLA at the
north-eastern end of the loch
(including borrow pits and
construction compounds), along with
the associated raising of top water
level and operational fluctuations of ...
would add modern artefacts, increase
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the presence of contemporary land
use and reduce the perceived
naturalness of the loch. The upgrading
and construction of new access tracks,
notably a new track around the
northern side of the loch, would also

E.246346
N.780758

46

POWERHOUSE | _:
E.247493 =4
/ e
N.781861
s 2 F—F
e

increase accessibility, although the
elevated loch levels would also
prevent access between the two
existing lochans. These changes would
be evident within the glen, and also

from surrounding summits and slopes.
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4.2.4 At Loch a’ Bhealaich Leamhain ...

the construction of a large dam at its
northern end and semi-buried intake
structures at the southern end
(including borrow pits and temporary
construction compound areas) and

Ardverikie Forest °

Surge Shaft
Adit

Shios Valve House and Fish Pool

e Leamhain Upper Gate House

Leamhain Lower Valve House

@000

_ Tunnel
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—— Aqueduct / Diversion Channel
— Access Bridge
—_— PSH Track
Estate Track / Footpath
Leamhain Dam Spillway

Loch a' Bhealaich Leamhain Proposed to be Drawn
Down to +612m During Construction

New Tree Planting - Riparain Mix

New Tree Planting - Upland Mix

Crown Copyright and database rights 2023.
Ordnance Survey License Number 100048957.
Supplied by: www.ukmapcentre.com
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associated raising of the top water
level and operational fluctuations of
drawdown, would introduce new
modern artefacts and contemporary
land use to an area with few existing
influences, and would reduce the
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Looking southeast towards Geal Charn.
The upper reservoir would be at the head
of the coire visible here. Photo. J Fenton

perceived naturalness of the loch.
New access tracks to this area from
Lochan na h-Earba and around the
loch would also increase accessibility
and remove some challenge in
accessing the area.

4.2.5 On the south-western flank of
Creag Pitridh, construction of three
surge shafts, a tunnel adit and a track
traversing the slopes to reach these
locations, would introduce new
localised modern artefacts which
would increase the perceptions of
contemporary land use in the area,
and increase accessibility. There would
also be some indirect change relating
to the construction activities at the
Shuas Dam in some areas, although
this would be less noticeable during
operation with a vegetated
downstream face to this dam. The

vehicle access may also reduce some
perceptions of challenge in the ascent
of this peak.

4.4.40 Overall, it is therefore
considered that, should the mapping
exercises be repeated with the
Proposed Development included,
there would be some localised
changes to strength of wildness but
the study area would still form a viable
part of the WLA. The effect on the
WHLA as a whole would therefore be
not significant.

SCOTTISH WILD LAND GROUP
RESPONSE TO APPENDIX 7.5

1) The Scottish Wild Land Group
strongly disagrees with the
conclusion of Appendix 7.5 that
“there would be some localised
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changes to strength of wildness but
the study area would still form a viable
part of the WLA. The effect on the
WHLA as a whole would therefore be
not significant.”

2) The development will have a
particularly high visual impact because
it will be visible from both the Loch
Laggan side and the Loch Ericht side of
the Geal Charn — Beinn a’ Chlachair
massif.

3) The presence of some existing
detractors of wild land quality
mentioned in this EIA does not justify
the addition of new detractors: every
new detractor diminishes wild land
across Scotland (attrition). There is no
getting away from the fact that this
proposed development will add major
infrastructure and visual intrusion into
the ever-diminishing and nationally
important resource of wild land in
Scotland.

4) The report commissioned by the
Scottish Wild Land Group, in
association with the Scottish
Mountaineering Trust and the
Cairngorms Campaign (February 2022)
“The State of Wild Land in the Scottish
Highlands” concluded that “The rate
at which wild land is being lost is
sporadic but significant, with rates
increasingly marked during periods of
development as areas without visual
impact and modern human artefacts
are reduced. The recent and current
planning policy provisions at national
and local level have not prevented the
continuing and attritional loss of Wild
Land.”

5) Wild land has previously been
recognised by Government as
“nationally important”, for example in
the SPP quoted above and the earlier
NPF3 which states “We also want to
continue our strong protection for our
wildest landscapes — wild land is a
nationally important asset.” NPF4 does
not state this, but no justification is
given as to why wild land is no longer a
‘nationally important asset”. On the
contrary, as its extent diminishes
through attrition, the importance of
the remaining wild areas can only
increase.

6) The Ben Alder area is noted for its
wildness and remoteness. The location
of this development is popular with
climbers, hill walkers, Munro baggers
and ski tourers and there is no getting
away from the fact that the dams,
drawdown zones, new tracks and
other infrastructure will negatively
impact on their experience of enjoying
being outdoors in wild countryside.

7) Therefore the Scottish Wild Land
Group objects strongly to this
proposal as being incompatible with
the Wild Land Qualities of WLA 14. It
is not possible for any mitigation (as
required by NPF4) to make it
acceptable. It is the wrong location for
such a development, which will be
particularly intrusive in this nationally
important area of wild land.
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Bill Stephens

Earba Pumped Storage Scheme Legal Challenge?

The disastrous impact that the Loch na
h-Earba proposal will have on Wild
Land Area 14: Rannoch-Nevis-Alder,
and the flawed landscape assessment
in Appendix 7.5 of the associated EIA
Report, is highlighted in SWLG’s
‘strong’ objection (see page 23). A
particular concern is the lack of any
assessment of the adverse landscape
and visual impact of the ‘operational
fluctuations of drawdown’ or
drawdown scars.

Although remaining prominent and
discordant features, the visibility of the
dams and infrastructure will gradually
reduce through time but the
drawdown scars will continually be
‘refreshed’ by the fluctuating water
levels. The upper reservoir drawdown
scar will extend to some 90 hectares,
equivalent to 127 full size football
pitches, with the outer face of the dam
covering some 10 hectares.

The change in water level of the lower
reservoir will be less but its greater
size and topography means that its
landscape impact will be as great.
Unlike the dams, the Zones of
Theoretical Visibility of the drawdown
scars have not been assessed in the
EIA Report and is a major omission.

Another is the lack of any meaningful
consideration of energy storage
alternatives that should include the

conversion of surplus electricity to
heat and its storage for industrial
applications and district heating
schemes. Surprisingly no reference is
made to the recommendations of the
March 2023 UK Climate Change
Committee Report on ‘Delivering a
reliable decarbonised power system’
or the September 2023 Royal Society
report on ‘Large Scale Electricity
Storage’.

Consideration of alternative pumped
storage hydro sites and their relative
landscape impacts is also cursory. The
EIA Report states that “a detailed
screening study of the opportunities
for developing pumped storage in the
UK” was undertaken but, other than a
list of the criteria used, that doesn’t
include landscape and visual impact,
the results of the study are not
provided.

The installed capacity and stored
energy of the Earba scheme in
comparison to 13 other pumped
storage projects are, however, shown
graphically but their locations are not
identified. The other scheme that
would have an installed capacity of
1,800MW seems to be the Fearna one
(see WLN 102) which was the subject
of an Environmental Scoping Report
submitted to the Energy Consents
Unit at the same time as the Earba
scheme by the same applicant.



Schedule 4 of the EIA Regulations
makes it clear that the consideration
of alternatives to be included in an EIA
Report must include “a comparison of
the environmental effects”. At the very
least, an assessment of the relative
environmental effects of the Earba and
Fearna schemes should be part of the
submitted EIA Report along with the
other sites ‘screened’ by the applicant.

The assessment of the effects of the
proposal on wild land and
consideration of alternative
technologies and sites falls short of
what is required by the EIA
Regulations. Without this, any grant of
planning permission is open to a legal
challenge.

SWLG is considering informal
discussions with the John Muir Trust
(JMT) and Mountaineering Scotland
(MS) about supporting a legal
challenge should planning permission
be granted. Both have sought the
views of members on the Earba
proposals with a narrow majority
against: JMT 52% for, 48% against; MS
44% for, 43% against and 13%
undecided.

The drawdown zone around
Loch Cluanie. Photo. J Fenton

JMT has objected to the planning
application “with regret”, recognising
the need for pumped storage but
unable to support the proposal in such
a “special, highly valued wild place ...
one of the nation’s finest examples of
wildness”. They are, however, currently
facing serious financial challenges and
recently launched a “Vital Appeal’ and
could not commit to participating in
another funding campaign.

Mountaineering Scotland has also
made representations “expressing
some concerns”, recognising the
significant contribution the proposal
makes to “sustainability and security of
electricity supply” but also having
significant concerns about the scale of
what is proposed deep within a wild
land area. MS is not in a position to
initiate a legal challenge but would be
willing to support this.

Early days, but the timescale for
challenging a grant of planning
permission means that preparations
need to be started now and funding
pledges secured from organisations
whose remit is to protect wild land
and from the wider outdoors
community via crowdfunding.
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Tim Ambrose

BOOK REVIEW

Landscape Change in the Scottish Highlands —

Imagination and Reality
by James Fenton, Whittles Publishing, 2024

The reader will realise that this book He presents a wide range of evidence
was written by the Editor of Wild Land to show that the Highlands have not
News, and so | should commence my been well-wooded for thousands of
review with two caveats — first, | have years since the last Ice Age, and that
known and worked with James for any human activity of felling or
several years now and both admire clearing has had local, at most,

and like him — he is a friend! Second — | impact.

have no qualifications or expertise in
ecology, and only a strictly amateur
understanding from my years of
wandering over the Scottish hills and
mountains, and so | am poorly
equipped to offer a detailed critique of
James’ views on the Great Wood of
Caledon, but he certainly offers a
considerable amount of evidence for
what he says.

Landscape |

|nthe

Perhaps this is jumping the gun, and |
should start with a summary of his
book, which falls into two main parts.
The first is a celebration of the wild
open moorland which all hillwalkers in
the Highlands will know well. This
moorland is the truly special Scottish
environment, “a mosaic of dry heather
moor, wet heathland, peat bog and
grasslands” which has evolved because
“its vegetation is the most resilient to
the varying ecological pressures it has
faced over the millennia”.



A
handsome
and
thoughtful
book

Interestingly, he presents good
evidence that the extensive use of
timber for charcoal production and
the iron works at Bonawe did not
significantly reduce the woodlands,
because of natural regeneration and
the need to preserve the supply long-
term. The evidence that woodlands
were fairly localised is accumulated
from sources as varied as what writers
and travellers have seen and recorded,
as well as from traditions of building in
turf or stone rather than timber (as in
Scandinavia), to the latest scientific
analysis of pollen preserved in the
peats which shows that trees have
been in natural retreat for thousands
of years.

James then identifies and challenges
two strong interest groups pushing for
the Highlands to be covered with trees
—the commercial interests wanting
profits from the fastest growers,
mainly North American Sitka Spruce,
and (perhaps more controversially) the
idealistic conservation movement
seeking to recreate a long-lost
ecological Garden of Eden.

It is fairly easy to demolish the
simplistic push for blanket coverage by
non-native monoculture Sitka, which
has no intrinsic benefit beyond the
economic — unsightly blocks of
unbroken trees plonked in repeated
rows over patches of the moor or hills,
with no benefits for native wildlife
unfamiliar with these species, and
everlasting damage to the soil from
the deep ploughing required for
planting, not to mention the damage a
few years later from felling and

extraction by huge machinery and the
associated roads, tracks, ruts and piles.

This commercial push is strengthened
by the Scottish government’s support
for capturing carbon from the
atmosphere, by planting trees, even
though these are inevitably destroyed
and return their carbon to the
atmosphere within decades at most.
Carbon capture would be far better
and more permanent if focussed upon
restoring and preserving peat bogs.

The problem is that the Sitka has
powerful supporters and it is escaping
from its plantations, spreading
uncontrolled and is perhaps better
suited to the Highland climate and
soils than even our native Scots pines.

The more contentious attack is against
the present craze for “rewilding” in so
far as this fashionable word appears
simply to mean planting trees, any
trees, almost anywhere. It is hoped
that more trees will mean more
biodiversity, without considering what
will inevitably be lost from the land
newly covered by forest. James quotes
from Christopher Smout:

“Let us begin with the Great Wood of
Caledon. It is, in every sense of the
word, a myth.”

He also challenges the description in
the 1950’s by Frank Fraser Darling of
the Highlands as a “devastated
countryside” and suggests this may
have been the origin of the belief that
extensive woodlands were destroyed
by man, and that the natural plant
cover is trees — which is the belief
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underlying the whole reforesting
movement.

There are many isolated patches of
woodland, with their own individual
history and species, and James points
out that by connecting these in
“habitat networks” we are inevitably
separating and isolating the presently
connected patches of muir and open
land. While it may make good sense to
connect the patches of woodland
separated by more intensive
agriculture in the lowlands, this does
not necessarily apply in the Highlands
with their different history and natural
plant cover.

The second main part of the book is a
comprehensive review of the many
and various changes in the Highland
landscape since Culloden in 1746,
which have accelerated particularly in
the last half century. James includes

many excellent and informative
photographs which add to his
descriptions and demonstrate the
issues more clearly than words alone
can do. Roads, railways and even
canals have made travel to the
remotest regions much easier and
quicker, reducing the importance of
sea or river links, and reducing
wildness.

Where it was once very hard work and
slow to build stone walls to divide the
land between different owners or land
uses, now wire fencing is quick, easy
and (fairly) inexpensive, and the land
has been compartmentalised up to
some of the highest ridges. Like many
of the abandoned Victorian fences
with their rusting wires and tracks of
cast iron posts familiar to all
hillwalkers, these fences are unlikely
ever to be removed when they



become superfluous, and their straight
lines and different patterns of
vegetation either side are prominent
in many landscapes.

The creation of shooting estates,
attempts at agricultural improvements
and forestry plantations all had their
impact, and James then develops a
series of well-illustrated case studies
including hydro dams, flooded
reservoirs, roads and pylons, the
proliferation of bulldozed tracks, and,
inevitably, the more recent spread of
wind turbines throughout much of the
wildest land. Less familiar are his
thoughts on the spread of gorse,
Himalayan honeysuckle and
rhododendron as alien species,
subverting the native vegetation and
changing the looks of the landscape
surprisingly quickly.

This is a handsome and thoughtful
book, which will challenge some of
your assumptions and ask you to
reconsider what you may think you
know. You will realise why it is foolish
to refer to the vegetation at sea level
in the north of Scotland as “upland”
simply because it is similar to that high
in the Pennines of England.

Can wild land survive all the pressures
on it? Will the natural processes of
regeneration and growth overcome
the artificial influences of humans and
imported species? Frankly, it seems
unlikely, and when even many of the
best-meaning efforts are towards
misguided management of the
landscape, the truly natural has little
room to flourish. Make the most of it
when you find it, seems to be James’
message, and appreciate the little that
is now left.
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Correspondence

Industrial hydrogen

| was interested to read the article in

Issue 103 ‘Wind Energy Reality Check’
and in particular the reference to the
burgeoning hydrogen bandwagon.

We in Strath Brora, East Sutherland,
face an existential threat from SSE
Renewables (SSER) who want to build
an industrial hydrogen plant on the
completely unnecessary extension to
their Gordonbush wind farm.

The project will be hugely damaging to
the local economy, crofters’ livestock
and disastrous for the environment
and wildlife of Strath Brora. The plant
will be built adjacent to the area
designated for the Flow Country World
Heritage Site and next to an area SSER
claims to be rewilding.

The project will involve 44-tonne
tankers hurtling down a single-track,
unfenced road with 24 blind bends, six
days a week. SSER wishes to take
billions of litres of water from our local
burn or, when water levels are low,
abstract from a borehole which could
affect our private water supplies. The
abstraction of water, stripping out of
waterborne nutrients and mass
dumping of peat solids and “clean”
water will create huge imbalances in
sensitive landscapes. All of this is for
SSE's corporate greed.

There is no local market for the
hydrogen, apart from a small amount
that may be used at a nearby distillery.
So, they may be “decarbonising”
elsewhere whilst adding tonnes of
pollution to our otherwise pristine
environment.

We believe that if SSER does succeed
in building its industrial hydrogen
plant at Gordonbush wind farm other
power companies will follow suit.
Hydrogen plants will be built wherever
“excess” electricity is being produced
at a wind farm and there is available
water. This is pretty much anywhere
in the Highlands.

We are currently waiting for the
planning application submission with
dread. The planning process is so
skewed in their favour: the
community only has one opportunity
to object, whilst SSER has numerous
opportunities to appeal, and very
deep pockets.

We are such a small community, and
SSE such a grotesque behemoth, that
we need all the help we can get to
fight their obscene development.

Regards,

Christina Perera

Ascoile

Gordonbush

Brora, Sutherland, KW9 6LX



Windmills

It was so refreshing to read the
contributions in Wild Land News 103
on the issue of windmills, pardon,
wind farms — pointing out that these
not only caused damage to the
landscape in construction and
maintenance, but produced energy
that is unreliable, expensive and
provides a consumer and taxpayer
funded subsidy to landowners and
energy companies.

But the article might have gone
further. Like many other so called
renewable but actually unreliable
sources of power, such as solar,
windfarms rely on cells and batteries
which are produced by the
environmentally damaging extraction
of such materials as cobalt (produced
by child labour in the Congo) and
lithium, as well as rare earth metals.
These cells and batteries require
continuing replacement and produce

enormous amounts of impossible or
difficult to recycle waste products
which in turn contain large amounts of
toxins and carcinogens — and most
likely to end in landfill in some country
of the global south.

The solution to rising CO; levels is
simple; nuclear power. Just as that to
world hunger is clear too, GM crops
which need less water, pesticides and
fertilisers than traditional crops, which
themselves are products of previous
genetic engineering. Organic farming
may be fine for the affluent middle
class shoppers, but cannot feed eight
billion people. But in these and other
areas reason and scientific and
technological expertise are overriden
by the well meaning but ill informed
modern Don Quixotes.

Yours,
lan R Mitchell

The Novar windfarm, one of the first in the Highlands.
Turbines in those days were short in comparison to

the modern behemoths. Photo. J Fenton
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e nd | Scottish Wild Land Group

group

Working to protect Scotland’s species, environment and landscapes

The objects of the Group are:
(a) To promote the conservation of wild land in Scotland;
(b) To promote public awareness of the problems facing wild land in Scotland;
(c) To promote and encourage the implementation of good planning policies;
(d) To co-operate with other bodies to promote the foregoing objects.

We campaign for:

Protection and promotion of Scotland’s wild land

Safeguards against inappropriate windfarm and other developments
Environmentally-sensitive land and wildlife management

Planning controls on the spread of hill tracks

Restoration of rare and missing species and environments
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Connection of habitats and protected areas to allow ecological recovery and species movements

We are Scotland’s oldest and only volunteer-run wild land charity

Join us today at www.swlg.org.uk
Find us on facebook



