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Hearts and minds – 
stakeholder management 
in the Cairngorms 
Conservation can emerge from collaborative management processes. This story focuses 
on CRAGG – an informal partnership of community members and stakeholders in 
Scotland’s Cairngorms. CRAGG‘s collaborative process helped reduce decades of 
environmental conflict and create a balanced land management approach in its area. 

NICHOLAS MOREAU

Conservation is a value decision
Biological conservation is defined as a philosophy of managing the environment that 
does not despoil, exhaust or extinguish. It is a common term, but what exactly do you 
manage for? Biodiversity? Ecological resilience? Preservation of threatened species? In 
highly anthropogenic landscapes, what is used as a baseline for such conditions? The 
state of the environment currently? 50 years ago? 100? And who should make these 
management decisions? Scientists, policy makers and advocacy groups are surely 
informed parties that have traditionally spearheaded such agendas. But what about 
peopled landscapes where human livelihoods, history and culture are also coupled to 
management? How are community needs balanced against these goals?

The purpose of these questions is to highlight the fact that conservation is not 
an objective agenda. Inherent in any conversations about conservation are value 
decisions: what to manage for, what information or ethical viewpoint to use, and 
how to carry it out. A historic failure of conservation sites was to carry out national 
policy while alienating locals from management and land-use. The drawbacks of 
this method were that local populations were seen as a detriment to conservation 
rather than a potential partner in delivery. It was not until 2001 that local economic 
gains were even included in ecotourism guidelines. However, community buy-in is 
increasingly recognized as a key component of conservation initiatives.

What follows is a trend in land management policy away from top-down approaches 
towards more inclusive, collaborative management systems. Collaborative 
management includes any system in which multiple stakeholders are involved in 
the management process. They range from simple networks where information is 
collectively shared to legally-bound partnerships among multiple stakeholders. In 
theory, incorporating multiple perspectives allows for more robust and equitable 
management strategies because multiple perspectives are allowed to inform policy. 
But is this just another jargon-laden concept? Can diverse and often conflicting 
stakeholders really co-create management strategies?

to commercial work as well. We were also happy that ‘profits’ from the commercial 
work should be applied to the research and finally that the research should be 
published to ensure the results can be used to aid conservation. 

With the downsizing of the statutory agencies a number of former agency staff 
now work in consultancy in a range of roles. There are also a number of sole-trader 
consultants who use the freedom of self employment to follow their own research.

Some fully commercial consultancies are also involved in applied research. This 
is often to solve a problem associated with a development or to improve the 
effectiveness of survey techniques. The bulletin of the Chartered Institute of Ecology 
and Environmental Management (CIEEM) contains many articles sharing the results 
of such work and ensuring that new ideas can be used to improve environmental 
assessment work. Much experimental work has also been undertaken on habitat 
restoration techniques, again which can be applied on nature reserves as well as 
development sites. 

While there are still too many consultancies that see their role as enabling their 
clients’ developments to go ahead whatever the ecological cost, there are also a 
lot of ‘good guys’ out there and work done on the back of commercial projects is 
helping to fill some of the gaps left by the loss of government funding. The future 
is more of a challenge. As the commercial sector consolidates (and companies are 
being bought up by the ‘big boys’ across the board) the commercial pressures on 
the not-for-profits and the more ethical consultancies will grow. There needs to be 
more recognition of the benefits to industry of employing the not-for-profits in that 
they can be more easily seen to be neutral and giving an accurate picture of actual 
impacts with proper mitigation and avoidance and hopefully positive benefits from 
developments. There is also a place for the governing bodies. Bodies like CIEEM 
already require members to put the environment first but this needs to be clearly 
demonstrated and it can be quite difficult for members who are employees of some 
of the more commercial companies. 

I have found the sector more and more challenging. As the statutory bodies get 
pared back they resort much more to ‘tick box’ regulation which is less and less 
driven by actual ecological outcomes and more by simple checking of whether 
consultants have followed ‘guidelines’. Consultancies with experienced ecologists 
who have an interest in the best ecological outcomes can force the pace with 
developers, but it is too easy for less ethical companies to tick the boxes on behalf 
of developers to gain consents with minimal ecological survey and assessment and 
little or no gain from developments. 

Despite these challenges I believe (and hope) there is a future for the not-for-profit 
sector to benefit from commercial income. Indeed, in the short term it seems to only 
way we are going to fund much of the research and survey that is desperately needed. 

Mick Green is an independent ecologist and campaigner and a former Director of Ecology 
Matters ltd.  mick@gn.apc.org 
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the most heavily visited area of the park with over a million tourists flowing to the 
region every year. This corridor is also a uniquely diverse and significant habitat for 
species preservation and conservation, with 95 percent of the area under at least 
one special conservation designation. Meanwhile, the socioeconomic status of the 
area’s residents reflect that of the rest of the highlands, with sub-average wages as 
well as housing and employment shortages. The situation in this corridor parallels 
many areas that face conservation challenges: local development needs alongside 
national conservation pressures. The sum total of these pressures has created a 
history of conflict between these camps.

Some of the Designations in the CRAGG area.
In an effort to address local conflict and provide an alternative to traditional top-
down approaches to management, an informal stakeholder partnership called the 
Cairngorms Rotheimercus and Glenmore Group (CRAGG) formed in 2000. CRAGG 
was composed of representatives from community groups, landowners, government 
agencies, recreation organizations and conservation groups. In 2012, I worked 
with founding and current members of CRAGG to carry out a ten-year review of 
the group. This helped members reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of their 
approach to management and inform the CNP’s new partnership delivery policy. The 
rest of this story will follow CRAGG’s development to show how their collaborative 
system evolved, what members of the group had to say about the process, and what 
these lessons might mean for future efforts in other communities. Quotes from many 
of these interviews are used throughout the story and attributed as CRAGG member.

The Conflicts – a paradigm of development versus conservation
 Management conflict in the CRAGG area came to a boiling point in 1981 over the 
proposed expansion of ski facilities on CairnGorm Mountain in what was known as 
the Lurcher’s Gully case:

“At the original public enquiry… if you crossed the floor and talked to the other 
side, people hissed traitor at you it was completely divisive… That was the first real 
local conflict which split the community… There was a lack of understanding … 
it seemed to be development versus conservation – very crude”. CRAGG member

The matter was eventually brought to trial, where the courts ruled against the 
expansion. But in the mid-90s a proposal for a funicular on CairnGorm reignited 
the debates. Those in favor of the recreational and community-rejuvenating effects 
of the funicular fought against those who believed the funicular would represent 
irreversible damage to the fragile mountain habitat:

“Then we had this huge never-ending debate over the funicular and another big 
court case. It was like a civil war as even families were split, you were either on one 
side or the other and it was about winners and losers”.   CRAGG member

Another member commented:
“It was quite an aggressive time; there was quite an anti-funicular campaign. It got very 
vocal, sometimes physical… somebody sprayed in the snow on the Head wall of the 

A case study - The Cairngorms National Park
Formed in 2003, the Cairngorms National Park [CNP] sustainability agenda recognizes 
social, economic, cultural and ecological needs while utilizing a partnership method 
of management delivery. This “four pillar” approach is a first for National Parks in 
the UK, and critics have raised questions regarding how multiple objectives will be 
balanced in practice. Can local stakeholders really be trusted to inform management 
decisions in an area of national, and even international, conservation significance? 

Nowhere has this paradox of agendas been clearer than the area of the CNP 
consisting of the town of Aviemore and the adjacent corridor leading to and 
including CairnGorm Mountain. Known as the “gateway to the Cairngorms,” it is 
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Stakeholder Group Current and Past Representatives

Landowner Cairngorm Mountain ltd; Rothiemurchus Estate; 
 Forestry Commission Scotland; Scottish Natural 
 Heritage; Highlands and Islands Enterprises

Community Organization Aviemore and Vicinity Community Council; 
 Rothiemurchus and Glenmore Community Association

Government Organization Cairngorms National Park Authority; Forestry 
 Commission Scotland; Highlands Council; Highlands 
 and Islands Enterprises

Local Conservation Group Banadoch and Strathspey Conservation Group

Local Business Organization Cairngorms Business Partnership; Speyside Wildlife

National Conservation Group RSPB; Scottish Natural Heritage; Scottish Wildlife Trust

National Recreation Organization Glenmore Lodge (part of Sport Scotland); 
 Scottish Ramblers

CRAGG convened in order to create a shared management strategy for the 
area. But the first major hurdle was building a level of trust between historically 
entrenched stakeholders. These difficulties were dealt with in a number of ways. A 
neutral mediator facilitated early meetings and activities, such as an overnight trip 
to build camaraderie between members. A set of ground rules was agreed upon, 
three of which in particular came up in interviews as being significant for creating a 
collaborative atmosphere. Members agreed to keep meeting conversations out of the 
press. While minutes from meetings were published, they were attributed to CRAGG 
rather than an individual or organization. This helped slowly build an atmosphere 
where members felt comfortable enough to open up to each other. Finally, having a 
clear agenda for meetings was significant as it kept discussions focused on particular 
issues and helped reduce the tendency towards generalized arguments. In this sense, 
although arguments were still frequent, centering them on particular topics prevented 
them from becoming personal disputes or ideological clashes:

“There was some interesting culture at that stage, but the way we got through 
that, the only way we got through that, was to manage the meetings in a very 
constitutional way, you know – your turn next, okay, we’ve covered that, that’s not 
on the agenda, we’re not gonna discuss that…”  CRAGG member

The first major task of the group was gaining a shared understanding of the CRAGG 
area. Audits on all aspects of area were carried out. Ostensibly they served as a 

Cas "ban the funicular." It was sometimes known as the, "f-ing funicular." It was quite 
a political hot potato and the issues became very polarized; the environmental camp on 
the one hand and the economic benefit camp on the other”.  CRAGG member

Positions were so entrenched that direct communication between warring camps 
was non-existent. Rather, controversy played out in the national stage through 
regular headlines:

“The campaigning culture established was that ends justified means and anything 
was acceptable… people learnt that trading insults in the media was the only way 
they could be heard — ”I don't need to waste time coming to a meeting I can ring 
the Daily Mail and the BBC and they’ll print what I want” … it was not possible 
to have a constructive discussion to agree win-win solutions and the economy of 
Aviemore was in a very bad way as investors did not want to commit to an area 
where there was so much destructive public conflict”.  CRAGG member

At one point, Prince Charles even got involved by calling a special meeting of all 
the warring interests. As an indicator of the lack of direct communication between 
stakeholders in the community, this was the first time many representatives had 
met face-to-face. While the community fought, the proposal for the funicular was 
granted planning approval by the Highland Council. At this point many stakeholders 
started to realize that a new approach was necessary. Projects were being put 
forward without sufficient agreement between stakeholders beforehand. And with 
the national park in the process of being created (which would add another layer of 
planning authority), there was the danger that if these disparate stakeholders could 
not find a way to cooperate, the power to influence the area in which they were 
most concerned would be taken out of their hands:

“The basis of CRAGG was: we’ve been to the bottom, we’ve seen the bottom, we 
can’t get any further, we had to find a way to find solutions ourselves, otherwise the 
decisions would be made in Edinburgh, the courts or in Europe by judges or ministers, 
and we had to take responsibility for finding solutions here”.  CRAGG member

Conflict Reduction – creating a shared vision
“Conflicts may form a constructive role in society, in that groups are motivated 
to institute a new order which embodies their aspirations” Roger Sidaway, 
Environmental Conflict Mediator

“So you know, that, I think it’s a very strong change, and you needed a catalyst to 
do that, and this battle ground was that catalyst”  CRAGG member 

CRAGG’s development can be understood in the context of environmental conflict 
resolution. Previous working groups realized that without input from the local 
communities and interested stakeholder organizations, management plans simply 
generated too much conflict. They were thus expanded from landowners and 
the planning authority into CRAGG, which included one representative from all 
stakeholders who had an interest in the area as well as multiple community members.

CRAGG Representatives
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forum existed, other members were made aware of the problem and were able to 
carry out more detailed environmental impact assessments. As it turned out, the 
threatened species of wood ants actually uses the bikeway and seems content to do 
so. Another obstacle was that a portion of the cycle route needed to pass through 
a section of highland bog designated a Site of Scientific Special Interest (SSSI). Still 
cognizant of the pre-CRAGG days of lawsuits, there was a hesitation on the part of 
Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) to sign off on the project for fear of being taken to 
court over site disruption. However, another member had been involved in setting 
the designation boundaries in the 1970s and was able to provide assurance that 
the cycle path would not disrupt the SSSI. A final compromise was made with SNH 
that disturbed habitats would be compensated for by the conversion of several 
back-woods parking areas into nature sites. This overall coordination between 
stakeholders allowed concerns to be addressed as they arose and prevent what 
may have previously turned into another high-conflict situation.

Beyond conflict prevention, different member organizations were able to offer 
different expertise at various stages in the development. SNH was equipped to address 
environmental assessment and the Forestry Commission of Scotland (FCS), as an agency 
with construction capacity was able to coordinate the logistics of implementation:

 “And that all involved people doing different things – and [the FCS] ended up 
personally project managing that from the point of view of making sure our 
engineers – FCS civil engineers led the construction contract and made sure it was 
built – because FCS had the skills to do that. FCS were not involved in funding the 
work but we made a contribution in kind, by providing the people to do it. So that 
was very much a kind of collaborative effort and we brought our skills to that and 
the benefit to FCS was that it linked parts of a path that we had already built back 
to the main centre of population [Aviemore] which was certainly something we 
wanted to do”.  CRAGG member

In the context of the CRAGG Area, spanning multiple properties, all of which were 
under multiple conservation designations, the significance of the achievement 
becomes clearer. CRAGG was able to complete this project with no official capacity 
or resources of its own using only the disparate skills that each representative 
group brought to the table. This was an instance in which conservation did not 
preclude development. Through stakeholder cooperation, the project was able 
to balance multiple objectives: conservation goals, recreation opportunities and 
economic growth. More fundamentally, it represented an ideological shift away 
from management as development versus conservation. CRAGG’s process shifted 
the paradigm in this community to one of balanced land use in which the two were 
not mutually exclusive. 

This is not to say that cooperation was absolute. One local conservation organization 
left CRAGG a few years into the process. It took a hard line against any development 
in the area and after working with CRAGG they found collaboration was actually 
not beneficial to their goals. They then decided to end participation in favor of 
continued advocacy. CRAGG’s process was – and remains – voluntary and non-

means of filling in gaps of knowledge about the area. But even agreeing that audits 
needed to be carried out implied that there was more to learn about the CRAGG 
area. Acknowledging that more information was needed meant there was also 
room for adjusting stakeholder perspectives as new information came out. 

Through joint fact-finding and production of a CRAGG body of knowledge, 
these different members were for the first time working from the same body of 
information. This co-production of new knowledge in the CRAGG area allowed for 
the establishment of a new reality in which all members were able to contribute. 
Each audit was carried out by a sub-group of CRAGG. Members were intentionally 
shuffled into each audit group, forcing them to get outside their comfort zone and 
challenge previously held beliefs about the area. Stakeholders with a conservation 
background might be working alongside community members creating an audit of 
Recreation and Access: 

“CRAGG deliberately tried to have… a variety of different interest groups compiling 
each audit... By doing so it produced, what was hoped for, a slightly more rounded 
audit, and it also served as a learning experience — for members to learn about a 
topic that maybe wasn't their area of expertise”.  CRAGG member

And at the same time that members were learning about the CRAGG area, they 
were learning about each other and how to work together. Where conflict was 
previously framed as a series of faceless institutions pitted against one another, this 
collaboration allowed faces to be put to each organization and stakeholder:

“So again, breaking down barriers… you get two people face to face, nine times 
out of ten, my experience – those barriers are broken because you’re dealing with 
a human being, you’re not dealing with a faceless bureaucrat”.  CRAGG member

By engaging in the joint reporting of these findings with a shared voice, CRAGG 
transitioned from a set of disparate stakeholders to its own institution with a 
political voice. This foundation was built upon in the ensuing years with continued 
collaboration on a number of projects involving CRAGG’s members. 

Balancing conservation and development
CRAGG’s process of carrying out audits had the ancillary benefit of creating a network 
of stakeholders who were able to cooperate on management delivery. Developing 
trust and understanding allowed members to compromise individual positions 
for long-term mutual benefit, including conservation initiatives. As one member 
commented, they were “going beyond the slice of cake, to make the cake bigger.” 

This coordination is best exemplified in CRAGG’s development of the Old Logging 
Way cycle route from Glenmore through Rothiemurhus and into Aviemore. CRAGG 
allowed a forum for direct input from stakeholders during each stage of planning 
and implementation in order to address concerns and head off conflict. For 
instance, conservation opposition arose when it was found that a species of wood 
ants would be potentially displaced by the cycle path. But because the CRAGG 
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of an overall land management agenda. The case study of CRAGG highlighted a 
system of collaboration that sustains this argument in practice.

These ideals become more complicated, however, when we try to assess 
transferability. If each community is unique, it follows that their approaches to 
management, including conservation, will be equally unique, with no guarantees 
for success. Is that a risk that we are willing to assume in ecologically crucial locales 
such as the CRAGG area? And if not to dictate management policy, what then, is 
the role of government and advocacy groups in regards to conservation? At least 
partial inspiration can again be drawn from CRAGG, which included representatives 
from those types of organizations. They acted as valued sources of management 
insight and supplied support to carry out management policy. Finally, and perhaps 
most critically, planning authorities (in this case the CNP) can provide the capacity to 
support the creation and sustenance of such collaborative groups. 

Rather than a separate process, conservation is a symptom of a healthy community 
and balanced land management policy. Communities in possession of adequate 
knowledge, with adequate stability, and with support, rather than enforcement, 
from government and outside can adopt policies to support such systems. If we 
really want sustained conservation, it becomes the job of interested parties to 
support that process rather than force conservation on others.

Nicholas Moreau works in New York City for a government-NGO partnership that supports 
community involvement in local parks. Special thanks are due to Roger Sidaway for his advice and 
supervision in this work. nmoreau9@gmail.com

binding. Almost every member interviewed identified this as a crucial factor of 
CRAGG’s success. It allowed each CRAGG member to coordinate with the rest of 
the group while still being able to represent his or her parent organization’s interests. 
In the large, this allowed members to understand each stakeholder position enough 
to find that previously elusive middle ground. But when one is trying to drastically 
change the status quo, the middle ground is probably not enough.

As conditions in the area have continued to evolved over the last 15 years, so has 
CRAGG’s role:

“CRAGG started when there was – to some extent what I would call a stakeholder – 
possibly planning is the right word – vacuum in that it pre-dated the national park… 
And now that the national park body is in place, the role for CRAGG is certainly up 
for debate… and equally.. CRAGG was developed before the Land Reform Act… 
and there was no Outdoor Access Forum. [These] were all things that we were 
dealing with in CRAGG and I think you’ve certainly got to ask the question that if 
CRAGG is going to continue, then what is its role and function?” CRAGG Member 

CRAGG has indeed changed its focus over the last several years. With the 
increasing role of the Cairngorms National Park Authority and many years free of 
drastic conflict, CRAGG has evolved into what is primarily an information-sharing 
network. Rather than a focus on project implementation, it has become a forum for 
stakeholders to remain up to date on each other’s projects, offer support, and head 
off future conflict. And while meetings are not as frequent, members continue to 
build on the relationships that were forged out of many years of conflict and then 
finally, collaboration. 

The argument for community inclusion
“Some would say that you can manage the Cairgorms with rules; people visit the 
Cairngorms to get away from that. You can pass a law but how can you enforce 
your law over the Cairngorms anyway? It’s not possible, after two minutes you’d be 
hidden in the trees and nobody knows what you’re doing anyway — so progress 
can only be achieved through hearts and minds: and that’s what CRAGG does; it 
is hard work but the only way to be effective, and CRAGG has in the main shown 
how it can be done.”  CRAGG member

Considering the pressure on Earth’s resources today, the imperative to conserve 
ecologically significant lands can seem to justify any means to do so. But what about 
when these lands are also your backyard? Would you really want outsiders dictating 
management policies? The essence of CRAGG is an answer to that question. It is a 
community of stakeholders who all love their backyard – for different and seemingly 
conflicting reasons — coming together to make decisions as a family rather than 
having that power taken away. And rather than a development disaster, CRAGG‘s 
work has helped achieve a balanced management policy in which conservation is a 
product of collaborative processes rather than enforced government policy. In the 
introduction, an ideological argument was forwarded that communities and local 
stakeholders have a right to be included in – if not leading — conservation as part 

The stakeholder communication system for CRAGG


