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With more and more large infrastructure projects 
being proposed, Rob Yarham argues that we discard a 
planning process that listens to local views at our peril

I
t is the nightmare scenario for 
lovers of the british landscape: 
great hordes of 60-metre high pylons 
marching across 220km of sweeping 

moors and glens in the magni� cent 
Highlands of Scotland. 

� e decision by the Scottish Executive to 
approve Britain’s largest overhead power 
line project was made in the face of 18,000 
objections and campaigns against the 
scheme by landscape conservation bodies, 
the John Muir Trust and the Association 
for the Protection of Rural Scotland, as 
well as local councils and the Cairngorms 
National Park Authority.

� e Scottish Executive argues that the 
pylons are essential to support their green 
energy programme – carrying a supply of 
clean energy from wind turbines and tidal 
and wave plants to be stationed across the 
northern parts of Scotland. Other options 
were available, namely burying the lines 
underground or taking a more circuitous 
route under the sea, but they were deemed 
too expensive. I can sympathise with the 
Scottish Executive’s dilemma, if not with 
their decision.

It’s a dilemma that is going to be a 
recurring theme for years to come. Like 
the battles being fought over the siting of 
wind turbines, this new source of con� ict 
has at its heart the three-way argument of 
our times: the cost to our environment 
of not proceeding with new infrastructure 
versus the cost to the economy and the 
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cost to our landscape or wildlife. It is not 
an easy conundrum to resolve.

Energy schemes are not the only source 
of disputes – there have always been 
battles over housing developments in the 
countryside or on green belt land. And yet 
most people will accept that, just as there 
is a need for more sustainable forms 
of energy generation, there is a need for 
more a� ordable housing, particularly 
in rural communities. But these � ash-
points spark ‘us and them’ headlines, 
and accusations of ‘nimbyism’ are cast 
against accusations of ‘vandalism’.

For my part, there are many things I 
don’t understand, and so I need more 

information, more analysis – so I can 
understand when something is the right 
thing to do. Equally, there are things in 
our experience that cannot be de� ned by 
a spreadsheet, and there are bene� ts that 
cannot be assessed purely in terms of cost. 

Standing on a downland hillside 
watching a butter� y, or gazing at a Scottish 
moorland, listening to the distant calls of 
divers, I struggle to put into words what 
I think, what I feel, what I sense in the core 
of my soul. It’s hard enough to de� ne our 
contact with the wild or with a landscape 

in words – how can it be encapsulated in 
a budget, or a development plan?

While I accept that there are some who 
don’t understand this kind of experience, 
I don’t accept that you can write o�  what 
many think or feel, especially if they 
live in these places and are a� ected by 
development. So everyone needs to have a 
say, and we all need to listen to ensure that 
we make the right decision – or, at worst, 
not make the wrong decision too often. 

� e new government-appointed body, 
the Infrastructure Planning Commission, 
centralises much of the � nal decision-
making for large energy, transport, water 
and waste projects – and it is already 
being asked to look on such schemes 
more positively. � ose of us who worry 
about the future of the landscape, and 
the environment in which live, will be 
watching the IPC closely. I only hope that 
local voices will still be heard. 

But it isn’t just up to government 
– national or local – to protect our 
landscapes and environment. It’s up to all 
of us to stand up for what we love. If you 
have a concern, voice it. If you love a place, 
protect or improve it. As we approach a 
general election, we must all make sure 
our MPs know how we feel. 

For if we don’t speak out and if we don’t 
listen to each other, if we don’t try to 
understand how everyone is a� ected by a 
planning decision – in our rush to help 
ourselves or our environment – we may 
� nd that we have lost something that 
contributes to the quality of the places in 
which we live, work or relax. 

And if that happens we may just � nd 
that we have lost something of ourselves.
Make your voice heard by following 
our guide, available online at 
beautifulbritain.net
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