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1st May 2007

Lesley Aitken

Aberdeenshire Council

Planning and Environmental Services

45 Bridge Street

Ellon

AB41 9AA

Dear Ms Aitken

Ref: APP/2006/4605.   Outline Planning Permission for Golf and Housing Development, Menie Estate, Balmedie

This is the response of the Ramblers’ Association Scotland to the Environmental Statement which accompanies the above planning application for a golf and housing development at the Menie Estate, Balmedie.  We wish to object to certain aspects of this planning application and make additional comments on other aspects.

Ramblers Scotland is the representative body for walkers in Scotland, with over 7,600 members and 54 local groups throughout the country.  Our aims are to promote walking for health and pleasure, to develop path networks, to secure access for walkers and to protect the environment.  We welcome the opportunity to comment on the environmental statement, but are disappointed that there has been no prior consultation with us, especially with regard to recreational public access to the site.  We have had concerns about new golf courses in other coastal areas in Scotland in recent years.  These concerns centre on the loss of a natural landscape and encroachment along the coastal fringe and its paths.  We have similar concerns with regard to this development.

General comments

Ramblers Scotland objects to this development on various points, which are outlined in more detail below.  Underlying this, we question the justification for the need to build this development based, as it is, on the current lack of a Championship course in the north-east, and the lack of an existing 5-star hotel outside Aberdeen.  

The main market for potential golfers is shown to be the North American and, to a lesser extent, the European and Asian markets.  This growth in players coming to the north-east is based on predicted airport expansion and more flights to Aberdeen.  

Yet the Government has identified climate change as one of the most serious problems facing the world and has set a target of reducing UK emissions of greenhouse gases by 20 per cent by 2010.  Therefore, encouraging ever-greater numbers to fly to Scotland for short golfing holidays is open to question.  The predicted doubling in the number of passengers flying to Aberdeen directly as a result of this proposed development raises general issues regarding environmental objectives and sustainable development.  We therefore question the long term economic and social benefits which are predicted for this development.

On the other hand, evidence from Scottish Natural Heritage shows that informal outdoor recreational visits by the Scottish population have a value of up to £3.6 billion per year.  A percentage of these visits will be to the coast.  Tourism Attitudes Surveys carried out by VisitScotland have found that Scotland’s beautiful scenery and natural environment are our most important tourism assets.  We believe that these elements need to be taken into consideration with regard to this proposed golf and associated developments.

Specific comments

Nature conservation

One third of the Foveran Links SSSI will be occupied by the Championship golf course.  This site is of “exceptional importance for the study of a wide variety of coastal landforms and processes” (SNH), as well as for the habitats and wildlife it supports.  The environmental statement shows there will be a number of major adverse impacts on this site by attempting to stabilise the sand dunes.  It is difficult to imagine how the golf course design can be accommodated without causing significant permanent damage and disturbance to the SSSI and possible other nature conservation areas.  

The SSSI is of national importance, whereas the development of a new golf course is not.  We suggest that bringing the golf course further inland from the SSSI to avoid damaging the site, and to allow a protected coastal zone for access and nature conservation, may help to resolve these nature conservation problems.  

Landscape

We object to this application on landscape grounds.  The sheer scale of the development and the land use change will significantly affect the views and character of the area.  The development, with its manicured golf links, will adversely affect the natural characteristics of the existing dune system, giving it more of the appearance of a park.  We are also concerned that there will be one 8-storey hotel and four 8-storey holiday apartment blocks which will be “extensively visible” from far afield, according to the environmental statement.  We are not convinced that in time these buildings will become an iconic feature of the landscape setting, as claimed.  The construction of the hotel, apartments, golf villas, residential housing, and the championship and future golf courses will cause a significant change in the local landscape, to its detriment.

Planning and development issues

We also object to the scale of the development and the departure from national planning policy and the Aberdeenshire Development Plan.  It is contrary to the general aims of NPPG 13 Coastal Planning which directs new development to the developed rather than the undeveloped coast.  This is backed up in the Structure and Local Plans, and therefore the development would be a departure from the strategic objectives of the Development Plan.  It is claimed that the development could impact positively on a number of sustainability criteria.  In fact we believe it goes against some criteria in SPP1 The Planning System, which stipulates that greenfield development should be minimised, that there should be a consideration of the lifecycle of the development, and a prudent use of natural resources.  The latter criterion is not being met by allowing intrusive development to take place on a SSSI. 

This proposal represents a departure from a number of policies within the Structure Plan, in particular Policy 12 on House Building in the Countryside.  Taking into account the number of holiday apartments, golf villas, residential housing units, etc, it is clear that this is not simply a golf course development.  It is inconceivable that these houses would get planning permission if they were not associated with a golf course development, and there is a serious danger that approval would set a precedent for allowing other housing developments to go ahead in other areas which would mean more departures from the Structure Plan.  There is also no mention, apart from transport links, of supporting services which would be needed by a large population living within the development in residential housing or staff accommodation.  For example, some shops, and possibly a school would be required.

The departure from Policy 19 on Wildlife, Landscape and Land Resource is also of concern as this policy states that “development may be permitted when it can be shown that this is outweighed by overriding social and economic benefits”.  We do not believe that this proposal demonstrates these benefits.  Likewise, Policy 29 on Coastal Planning states: “Proposals on the undeveloped coast should only be considered where social and economic benefits outweigh any detrimental environmental impact and where there are no alternatives on previously developed land or in existing settlements.”  There are 70 golf courses in Aberdeenshire and Aberdeen City and we find it hard to believe that it is necessary to build another golf course without seeking first to further develop an existing golf course to a higher standard.

The development claims to be supported by Policy 6 Tourism, yet this policy states that new developments can go ahead “on the understanding that they are compatible with the protection of the natural environment of the area”.  In fact, this development could result in serious adverse impacts on a national site for nature conservation.

Finally, this development represents a departure from a number of policies within the Local Plan, in particular Policies Env 2, Env 5, Env 6, and Hou 2.

SPP1 states that "decisions should be taken in line with local priorities and needs as identified in the Development Plan”.  With so many adverse impacts and departures from strategic planning objectives, we believe the Council would be justified in refusing permission for this development.

Transport

It is clear that a development of this size will lead to an increase in vehicular traffic, so we are surprised that the Transport Assessment suggests that the development will have no overall impact on traffic levels.  The assessment does admit that 

Due to the high-profile nature of the development, particularly the Golf Links, it is envisaged that a proportion of visitors will travel higher-than-average distances to make use of the site. This would be particularly prevalent should the course host a major international golfing event in the future.

This suggests that visitors will predominantly be arriving by motor vehicle, whether private car or taxi/shuttle bus from the airport.  We would support the production of a green travel plan to minimise car use, but as outlined in the assessment, it seems primarily aimed at staff, rather than residents of the new houses, long- and short-term visitors or those attending the conference facility.  

The development does have the potential to create offroad, safe cycling and walking links to Aberdeen, Balmedie, Tipperty and beyond, and the Transport Assessment supports the development of walking, cycling and public transport provision.  The proposed plans for a network of pedestrian cycle routes with traffic calming measures within the site is to be welcomed to enable visitors and residents to walk and cycle rather than use their cars.

Access

We are pleased to see a recognition in the Environmental Statement that statutory rights of access in the Land Reform Act apply to all the golf course land, apart from the greens.  We are also pleased to note that an Access Strategy will be produced for the development, but are unable to comment specifically on access provision within the site until we have seen the extent of proposals for the path network.  However, we also note that the Championship golf course will potentially form a significant restriction on access to and from the beach when play is taking place at most of the holes.  There is no indication in the Environmental Statement of where paths will cross this course, either for players or for recreational users.  A path network around and across the course, which will enable golfers and walkers to continue their activities with minimal disturbance, is required.  There are a number of potential access issues relating to the area reserved for Future Golf, including the severance of a well-used circular route.  This area is currently well-used by visitors to the area, whether walkers, horse-riders or others, and future access must be facilitated by the provision of more formal paths to enable the golf and access to co-exist more easily.  It is also likely that visitors to Balmedie Country Park or to Forvie NNR, plus other visitors to the golf course and residents of the residential housing will wish to make circular routes along the beach and back through the resort.  These requirements are not addressed in the Environmental Statement.

MEMAG

We would strongly recommend the inclusion of a representative of recreational users in the area on MEMAG to ensure their interests are upheld.

We would be happy to discuss any of these points at your convenience.

Yours sincerely
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Helen Todd

Access Campaign Officer

Ramblers’ Association Scotland, Kingfisher House, Auld Mart Business Park, Milnathort, Kinross, KY13 9DA

Tel: 01577 861222   Fax: 01577 861333   E-Mail: scotland@ramblers.org.uk

President: Dennis Canavan   Chairman: Alison Mitchell  Director: Dave Morris

The Ramblers Association is a company limited by guarantee.  Registered office:  Camelford House, 87/89 Albert Embankment, London SE1 7TW

Company Registration number 4458492     Charity Registration number 1093577


