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John Muir Trust  

Tower House 
Station Road  

Pitlochry  
PH16 5AN 

Case Officer  
Highland Council   
Highland Council planning reference: 23/04158/FUL 
Sent by email: eplanning@highland.gov.uk  

16 October 2023  

Dear Sir/Madam,  

Installation of telecommunications mast - Land 725M NE Of Fannich Bothy, Lochluichart, Garve 

It is with regret that we note our concerns about the application submitted on behalf of VMO2 UK 
Ltd seeking planning permission for the construction of a 20m telecoms mast and associated 
equipment (Highland Council planning ref. 23/04158/FUL) (the ‘Proposed Development’) as part of 
the Shared Rural Network programme (‘SRN’). 

We are a conservation charity that supports the ambition to improve connectivity for rural 
communities and businesses. We also support the continued protection of Scotland’s wild land as a 
finite national asset that contributes to the health and wellbeing of present and future generations. 
We have significant concerns about some aspects of how the SRN is being rolled out. Our joint 
position statement with Mountaineering Scotland (attached) outlines our concerns and has been 
supported by nine other organisations noted on the last page. We have raised our concerns with the 
Operators and the SRN.  

Geographic rather than needs-based target 

We understand and support the intention behind the SRN to provide 4G coverage to rural 
communities and businesses. However, as a result of the SRN’s geographical rather than needs-
based target, telecom masts, like the Proposed Development, are being proposed in Wild Land Areas 
and remote locations where there are very few people (if any) likely to benefit.  

The development is proposed within the Fisherfield - Letterewe - Fannichs Wild Land Area (‘WLA’). It 
does not fall within either of the exceptions under Policy 4(g) of NPF4 for development within Wild 
Land Areas which must either be: in support of meeting renewable energy targets; or directly linked 
to rural business or required to support a community in a rural area.  

Business 
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The proposed site is in an ‘extremely remote’1 area in the heart of the WLA. As a charity that owns 
wild land, we are familiar with the requirements of operating in very remote locations. In our view it 
is unlikely that any rural business operating in close proximity to the proposed site would be reliant 
on having 4G mobile coverage.  

Communities  

The application states that there are ‘no populated areas closer than 10km in proximity’2 to the 
proposed site. It is claimed that the development is necessary as part of a series of masts which 
would provide coverage to the wider area. No information is provided on what existing masts there 
are in the area, the full extent of their coverage and the full extent of the proposed coverage that 
would be achieved should the Proposed Development go ahead. Without this information and 
considering the ‘extremely remote’3 location it is not clear that the Proposed Development would 
provide any meaningful benefit for any rural communities.  

It is suggested that increased 4G coverage may be useful for recreational users of the area. We do 
not believe that the significant impact the Proposed Development would have is outweighed by the 
potential benefits for recreational users. As far as we are aware recreational user groups, such as 
Mountaineering Scotland, also object to this proposal. The introduction of infrastructure, particularly 
access tracks, destroys the very wild quality that brings recreational users to Wild Land Areas. 

Landscape impacts  

The lack of information on the visual impact of SRN masts is a wider issue we have identified with 
the programme. The proposed site is within a highly sensitive landscape in the Fannich, Beinn Dearg 
and Glencalvie Special Landscape Area. No Visual Impact Assessment has been provided to assist 
stakeholders to understand the impact of the development; this information is essential to enable 
stakeholders to properly engage with the planning process. Only with a Visual Impact Assessment 
can the adverse impacts of the Proposed Development be balanced against the possible benefits. As 
explained above, the need for the Proposed Development has not been demonstrated and so in our 
view, the visual impact is not likely to be justified.  

Vehicle access tracks significantly impact areas of wild land, both in terms of their visual impact and 
also by changing the character of the area. We believe that the construction or alteration of access 
tracks should be avoided wherever possible. Remoteness is a key characteristic of the area at the 
proposed site; the construction or “repair” of the existing track would have a significant adverse 
impact.  

Lack of detail in planning applications 

The proposed site is within the Fisherfield - Letterewe - Fannichs Wild Land Area, but no Wild Land 
Impact Assessment has been provided as per Policy 4(g) of the National Planning Framework 4. 

The Proposed Development is also within the Fannich, Beinn Dearg and Glencalvie Special Landscape 
Area, Fannich Hills Site of Special Scientific Interest and adjacent to the Fannich Hills Special Area of 
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Conservation. No assessment of the impact of the Proposed Development on these designations is 
included in the application. Such assessments are essential for stakeholders to provide meaningful 
responses to the application and therefore properly engage with the planning process. For instance, 
we understand that a fossil fuel generator will be used to power the proposed mast. The noise 
pollution from a generator would certainly adversely impact the sense of wildness in the area but no 
assessment of this has been included in the application.  

We challenge the Applicant’s assertion that the financial and time constraints of the SRN project are 
a ‘material planning consideration’4. It is the Operator’s responsibility to manage the constraints of 
delivering the programme and there should not be any undue pressure on Local Authorities to take 
these factors into account.  

Lack of meaningful community consultation  

A lack of community consultation is prevalent in the SRN programme which means that masts are 
being proposed without any evidence that they will address community needs. This is certainly the 
case with the Proposed Development where there is no clear benefit for rural communities.  

In conclusion, the Applicant has failed to provide any site-specific demonstration of the need for the 
Proposed Development and so we do not believe that the significant detrimental impact on the WLA 
and Special Landscape Area are justified. We would be grateful if the Proposed Development could 
be considered against the concerns we have outlined above and the attached position statement. 

Yours sincerely,  

The John Muir Trust 
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