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Information access and environmental justice relating to two 

controversial coastal developments in North-east Scotland

Rough Justice?
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Graeme Baxter

Department of Information Management

Aberdeen Business School



‘Fairness in the distribution of the factors affecting 

environmental quality (both good and bad)’

AND

‘Fairness in providing the information and opportunities 

necessary for people to participate in decisions about their 

environment’

(Scottish Executive Environment Group, 2005)

Environmental Justice



‘…improved access to information and 

public participation in decision-making 

enhance the quality and the 

implementation of decisions, contribute to 

public awareness of environmental issues, 

give the public the opportunity to express 

its concerns and enable public authorities 

to take due account of such concerns.’ 

(p.2)

Paved the way for European Directive 

2003/4/EC on public access to 

environmental information

1998 Aarhus Convention



Implemented through the Environmental 

Information (Scotland) Regulations 2004

Came into force on 1 January 2005

The same day as the Freedom of 

Information (Scotland) Act 2002

In Scotland…



Location of the Two Developments

© Crown Copyright/database right 2013. An Ordnance Survey/EDINA supplied service.

Proposed Gas Terminal Site: Crimond/Strathbeg

Eventual Gas Terminal Site: St Fergus

Trump’s Golf Course: Menie



“Gas versus Geese”: the Terminal Development

 Proposal to build terminal at Crimond 

announced by British Gas Council and 

Total in Nov 1972

 Airfield adjacent to the Loch of 

Strathbeg

 Britain’s largest coastal dune lake, 

recently designated a SSSI

 Internationally important site for 

wintering wildfowl

 RSPB in the process of securing land 

around the loch for a nature reserve

 MOD already had clearance to build a 

radio station on airfield



Public ‘Consultation’ on Crimond Gas Terminal: Dec 1972

“Outline planning permission was 

sought on the sketchiest of information”

(Dunnet, 1974)

“The planning application is in the most 

outline of outline form”

(Scottish Development Department 

official, Nov 1972; SEP 4/2370)

Source: Scottish Ornithologists’ Club Archives



North East Environmental Liaison Group 

 Established Dec 1972

 Comprised Aberdeen University 

academics and representatives of 

conservation groups

 Came to play a crucial role in 

disseminating information on the 

potential environmental impact of a 

terminal next to Strathbeg

 Adopted a semi-official advisory role 



April 1973: Alternative Terminal Site Found at St. Fergus 

 A less environmentally sensitive site

 But developers refused to concede victory 

to the environmentalists – only cited MOD’s 

radio station plans

 Oct 1973: Planning permission for St 

Fergus granted, subject to conditions, 

including ‘reinstatement’ of foreshore and 

dunes

 First ‘proper’ environmental impact 

assessment not conducted until 1977 (by 

Cremer & Warner, for Banff & Buchan 

District Council)



Dunes Management Committee Formed

 An ‘offshoot’ of NE Environmental Liaison Group

 Representatives of developers/operators, 

council, Aberdeen University, and conservation 

groups

 Terminal expanded, and additional pipelines 

laid, throughout 1980s and 1990s

 1988: Replaced by St Fergus Dunes Management 

Committee

 1998: Renamed as St Fergus Coastal 

Environment Committee

 Monitored wildlife, vegetation, soil, drainage, 

etc.



St Fergus: Has Environmental Justice Been Done?

 Dunes reinstatement generally 

successful

 Terminal complex became a haven for 

ground-nesting birds

 Terminal operators have won various 

environmental awards

 Information on environmental 

performance publicly available 



“Livelihoods Before Liverwort”: Trump’s Golf Resort

 Mar 2006: Trump announces plans to build ‘the 

greatest golf course in the world’

 £1bn project, to include two championship 

courses, 5-star hotel, and housing

 But part to be built on a SSSI, including a 

dynamic, shifting dune system

 Rejected by Aberdeenshire Council’s 

Infrastructure Services Committee in Nov 2007

 But days later ‘called in’ by Scottish Government, 

who granted outline planning permission in Nov 

2008 after a public inquiry

 First course opened in Jul 2012, but rest of 

resort now abandoned because Trump objects to 

plans for a nearby offshore windfarm
Image: Ramblers Scotland



 Statutory requirement for EIAs introduced with the 

Environmental Impact Assessment (Scotland) 

Regulations 1988

 316-page EIA (plus appendices), publicly available 

online, and at libraries and council offices.

 Acknowledged that there would be “significant 

adverse changes” to the SSSI, but promised 

various “mitigation measures” to “maintain and 

enhance as much natural interest as possible”

Trump:

 “Because we are stabilising the land, the 

environment will be much superior when we are 

finished” (Scotsman, 9 Oct 2007)

Trump’s Golf Resort: Environmental Impact Assessment



2008 Public Inquiry 

 Outline planning permission granted, subject to 

46 conditions, including:

o agreed methods of stabilising dunes

o safeguarding foraging routes of otters and badgers

o management scheme for pink-footed geese

o provisions for bats and barn owls in built elements

o scheme for monitoring local water quality

o appointment of Ecological Clerk of Works to monitor 

course construction work

 Noted an existing agreement between Trump and 

Aberdeenshire Council to create a Menie (Links) 

Environmental Management Advisory Group 

(MEMAG), which would provide advice on:

o environmental management ‘best practice’

o monitoring the local environment

o minimising unanticipated adverse changes

o complying fully with planning conditions



Menie: Has Environmental Justice Been Done? (1) 

 Ecological Clerk of Works (ECoW): 21 site visit 

reports, Dec 2009 to Jun 2012

 All available on Aberdeenshire Council website 

(but not until Nov 2012?)

 TIGLS largely compliant with planning 

requirements

 Some opponents sceptical of ECoW’s 

impartiality

 Final report suggested that Council and 

MEMAG deal with ecological issues during golf 

course’s operational phase 



Menie: Has Environmental Justice Been Done? (2) 

 MEMAG: representatives of Trump Organisation, 

Aberdeenshire Council, Belhelvie Community Council, 

Scottish Natural Heritage and Scottish Environment 

Protection Agency

 Dec 2009: MEMAG meet for first time

 By May 2012: MEMAG minutes note that absence of Trump 

representation at recent meetings was “unfortunate”

 Jun 2012: Trump representative claims Menie site has 

received “glowing reports” from MEMAG

 Jan 2013: MEMAG meet for the last time

 By Aug 2013: all minutes removed from MEMAG website

 By Feb 2014: MEMAG website had disappeared 



Impact of Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 2002 and 

Environmental Information (Scotland) Regulations 2004

 Scottish Information Commissioner 

highlighted the “wealth of information” 

relating to Trump’s resort released under FOI 

in 2008

 But 20% of these were subject to significant 

redaction

 SIC has conducted six investigations into FOI 

or EIR applications relating to golf resort –

each found that public bodies had failed to 

comply fully with legislation

 Author has recently made an appeal to SIC



Environmental Information and Justice: 

Now More Readily Attainable? 

Image: SNH

 At planning application stage, information on the 

potential environmental impact of Trump’s golf 

course was more forthcoming, compared with 

that from Gas Council and Total in 1970s

 During and after construction stage, information 

on Trump’s golf course meeting environmental 

planning conditions has been less forthcoming, 

compared with St Fergus terminal 40 years ago

 Questions about the actual environmental impact 

of ‘the greatest golf course in the world’ remain 

unanswered



Thank You…
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