Meeting of members of BCC and GCC with SSE

re Gordonbush Windfarm Access

on 3 March 2010

at 7pm in the Golspie Community Centre

Present:

SSE representatives:

Rod Crawford (RC), Project Manager

Ruth Liddicoat (RL), Major Projects Liaison Manager

John McKenzie (JM), Site Manager

	Brora Community Council
	Golspie Community Council

	Kathleen Cunningham (KC) (Chairman)
	Iain Miller (IM) (Chairman)

	Lee Bright (LB)
	Allan Barclay (AB)

	Charles Gorer (CG)
	Robert Beaton (RB)

	George MacBeath (GM)
	Allen Davidson (AD) – (at beginning)

	Catherine Sutherland (CS)
	Anne Ford (AF)

	
	Munro MacLeod (MM)

	
	Mary Nicol (MN)

	
	Valerie Scott (VS) – (left before end of meeting)


Iain Miller chaired the meeting.  He asked SSE representatives to describe its present position before the CC representatives expressed their thoughts.

RL:  SSE released a statement a week or so ago confirming that it had reached the decision that delivering the alternative Kilbraur access route was not feasible.  The key factor in changing to the consented Loch Brora route was the time that would be needed to build the Kilbraur route, especially the bridge over the river Brora.  The cost of this bridge was also significant.  The things that needed to be in place by the end of January, to deliver this route in time to meet the May 2011 date booked for linking up with the national grid, were not at the stage required.  The overall process had taken longer than expected and SSE couldn’t delay the project any longer due to needing to meet the grid connection date.  The turbines were already in storage.

A lot of time and work and therefore cost had gone into trying to deliver the Kilbraur route.  The decision not to use the route was a disappointment to SSE and not an easy message to deliver.

SSE is aware of the strength of feeling and concerns within the community and is committed to working with the community to help address these as far as possible during the construction phase.  The SSE staff had been met by, and talked with, protesters at the door.

RC then described the programme.  SSE was about to sign with a civil engineering contractor that week and work would start in April.  The first job would be to build the access route from the site entrance on the public road, below Ascoile (near ‘83’ on the map), to the substation so that all the work needed before the grid connection in May 2011 can be completed.  The substation works are anticipated to take one year.  The track to the substation should be completed by the end of August.

JM added that for the first two weeks of construction, there are likely to be around 1-2 HGV vehicle journeys per day.  Thereafter, there will be approximately 4 HGV vehicle journeys per day.  The first large loads would be portacabins – 4 at 1 per week.  Another 4 would be needed later, again at 1 per week.

RC/JM:  Electrical work, to fit out the substation, will come next.  This will require only 1 abnormal load – the transformer – anticipated to arrive at the end of October 2010.

JM:  The Moss Road would be reinforced to highway standards for the entire length and road widening will be undertaken in 300 to 500 metre stretches at a time with lay-bys too.  The upgrading is expected to start on the Loch Road in week 4.  There would be specific improvements later, which could become permanent (requires roads authority’s permission), to allow the long loads to pass.

RC:  Having reached the substation, work will begin on the spur roads and hard standing for the turbines.  For this nothing more should have to be brought into the site.  Aggregate is available on site from 3 borrow pits.  There is also a 4th borrow pit that may be used.

IM asked about the concrete needed.  This will be made on site.  Borrow pit 2 may provide sand but if not, it is hoped to source sand from Gunns Quarry in the north (concrete requires a particular type of sand) to avoid passing through Golspie and Brora.  Water is available on site - not from the loch, which is unsuitable.

The cans (steel rings onto which the tower base fits), weighing 4 tons are expected to start arriving in August.

AB checked that this meant that nothing was being moved onto the site between May and mid August, except for the workers.  SSE confirmed that they expected this to be the case.

RC:  The intention is that bases would be finished, therefore concreting will be completed, in October/November – before winter starts.

From August until early 2011 cables will be laid to the substation and to each turbine.  The biggest impact would be in March 2011 when the site will be ready to accept the turbines.  There could be 2 abnormal load deliveries on a Monday and another 2 on a Tuesday leaving Invergordon.  Some turbines will be ready to function by May 2011, as the national grid needs evidence that the site is prepared for link-up.

The communities can help to decide on the timing of the turbine deliveries in terms of whether to have them delivered over a short space of time, or spread over a longer period.

RL added that these deliveries would be scheduled to avoid clashing with school runs as well as other key community events if enough notice was given.

JM:  The nacelle, the heaviest part, will generally come separately in an afternoon.

RB asked how long it would take for the abnormal loads to travel from Invergordon to the site.

JM:  About 2½ hours.  The police determine the timing of the journey – the Achany long loads leave Invergordon around 8.30am in order to avoid the rush hour to Inverness.  This would mean passing through Golspie at around 11am.

RB suggested a speed restriction of 20mph through Golspie and Brora.

RC agreed to investigate this with the police.  For the safety of other road users, the police would not allow long loads travelling at night, in the dark.

JM:  The rate of turbine erection is determined by the rate of lifting by the crane.

VS asked what happens in an emergency.

JM replied that the escorting police would be in contact with the emergency vehicle and would stop the traffic to allow the vehicle to get by.  On narrow roads, such as the Moss Road, there are agreed rules about using passing places for the abnormal loads.  A recovery truck will be located at site, in case of any breakdown.  Delay to other vehicles on the A9 is normally only as long as it takes the long load to pass.

VS then said that many local folk, including her, had experienced unpleasant delays caused by windfarm traffic.  She considered that using the A9 through the villages would be ‘vandalism’ and expressed her feelings on the matter very strongly.  She also spoke of the problem of negotiating the Cambusavie bends.

JM replied that the Kilbraur traffic had used that section with no real problem.

VS pointed out the difficulty that long loads would have in negotiating the bend at the west end of Golspie and that the SSE vehicles are wider than half the width of Main Street

RC stressed that the police determine the timing of transportation of windfarm parts.  (The police involved are paid by SSE and have been exceptional in their flexibility for other projects.)

RL suggested that community council members should have contact numbers for RC, JM and herself so that there could be a quick response to a foreseeable problem.  She would also provide a weekly schedule of traffic movements for the abnormal loads, possibly via the Northern Times, Moray Firth Radio, local websites (via CC members), posters and flyers.  RL also asked to be told of dates on which the community had, for example, particular events that may be affected by abnormal load traffic, so that SSE could schedule deliveries to avoid these dates.

JM:  Steel for construction would be delivered in the summer on 40-ton lorries (no bigger than Stevens’ lorries).  BRC, the contractor, will be given strict drivers’ rules and standards to adhere to from SSE but feedback of complaints or issues from the public is important so that these can be addressed quickly.  

He said that a coring survey (involving taking samples of the road to establish design requirements) had been carried out on Moss Road a year ago

RC repeated that he would try to get the voluntary 20mph rule for Gordonbush traffic through the villages enforced, but would require permission from the police.  (Much earlier independent tests had shown that there was a significant reduction in vibration at this speed.)

The Chairman then asked CC members for their comments and questions:

CS:  Transportation in the afternoon could be difficult because of school bus journeys.  She agreed to liaise with SSE for schools at open liaison meetings.

LB:  Would there be a problem in obtaining the aggregate?
JM:  That will be obtained on site.  If there are any issues with doing this we will try and source it from the north.

VS compared SSE unfavourably to Falck at Kilbraur and she saw no reason why the project can’t wait another year.  She reported that folk in Caithness and as far as Orkney are protesting strongly as they will be affected by hold-ups.  The group of protesters outside the building is the tip of the iceberg.  Everyone is happy to wait to see if the Kilbraur route can be used.  If SSE persists in using the Loch Brora route ‘the population will do its damnedest’.

JM:  How did Falck deal with an emergency?

VS:  The problem only starts at the village.

JM:  What is the main objection?

VS:  The length of the turbines manoeuvring around the 2 right angle bends at the south end of the village.  SSE is asking us to put our lives on hold.

GM:  The Brora Bridge is tested every 2 years.

MM:  One problem is that using this route will open the way for more windfarms built further north to use it.  Another problem is negotiating the turning at Geddes Yard (opposite the Old School), to get onto the Moss Road.  There have been rumours of a trial run having already taken place at night.

JM:  There has been no trial run so far but one will be carried out.  It will be the slowest run and the public will be notified.

MM suggested that speed through the villages was slowed down to 15mph rather than 20mph for turbine parts as the road is so badly constructed.

CG:  When the use of the A9 by SSE to supply the Gordonbush windfarm site first arose, Brora CC corresponded at length with Transport Scotland, the Scottish Government agency responsible for trunk roads.

In their final letter, dated 23 December 2008, Transport Scotland said – inter alia – the procedures for movement of abnormal loads involve:

· Route assessment: any improvements required are noted and acted upon.

· A test run is conducted that utilises a vehicle of the same dimensions.  No advance notice is provided.  A report is produced and would be available if required.

· The police also check the route.

JM:  There has been no trial run yet.  For this a lorry will be mocked up for weight and length.  The A9 is no problem – it is already ‘fit for purpose’.  There has been no trial run because this route was not being considered.  There are 3 types trailer - for nacelles, tower parts and blades.  The route off the A9 must first be upgraded for abnormal load construction traffic.  This will take about 3 months.

RB:  We need to see how the traffic will deal with going through Golspie.

JM:  We could do a trial run, using the A9 only, soon.  This would involve using a vehicle of the same dimensions (length and width) as one carrying a blade.
RL:  Communication about the trial run could involve a press release, posters, door drops, emailing and websites.

AF asked what type of liaison meetings are envisaged.

RL replied that SSE had agreed to meet with Golspie and Brora Community Councils, prior to their engagement with the wider community, to explain their decision, ensure that representatives had a good understanding of the construction programme, and to discuss ways in which some of the concerns could be addressed. SSE’s experience has been that public meetings are not constructive in terms of engaging with the community and addressing issues as often the vocal minority dominate the meeting and do not represent the wider community. Once construction starts, community liaison meetings will be set up by SSE to provide a regular forum for informing and updating the community and discussing any issues that arise.  These meetings are usually chaired and open to the public, and could also involve THC Roads Department, as has been done at Achany. In addition, SSE would make provide regular community updates, which will be publicly available.
KC asked for the current proposed proportions of the turbines and why their height had been increased from the 107 metres in the original application.

RC replied that the design of the turbines now in general use differed - by being slightly higher (110m)– than those in production at the time of the application.  Permission had been granted for the amended application.  He agreed to forward the letter of approval from The Highland Council to BCC regarding the tip height amendment.

GM commented that transportation of the large Dounreay parts had not caused a problem.

AB stated that he was not anti windmills but he blamed third parties and agencies for the delay.  He had travelled behind turbine parts recently and he had no bother.  He asked why fords could not be used for crossing the River Brora.

JM replied that SEPA would not allow it.

RB said that there had not been enough liaison and explanation from SSE.  They had not been transparent and not told the truth.

RC:  Planning consent had been given in April ’08.

MN works in Rogart and sees no problem with the Achany parts travelling through the village.  She also said that the communications and notices that SSE had provided for the abnormal loads when they came through Achany had worked well and if the same standards applied to the Gordonbush windfarm parts she would be very happy.

IM:  If SSE is saving £2million by not building the bridge, what gain is there for the communities?

RL:  SSE suggested the setting up of the Gordonbush community benefit fund for the 4 communities – Brora, Golspie, Helmsdale and Rogart in July ’08 but Golspie and Brora communities decided against it at that stage due to the access route issue

The shape and value of the SSE model for community benefit has been developed to ensure a consistent and fair approach towards communities associated with SSE’s projects.  There are 3 elements to the fund:

· A fixed annual payment of £2K for each megawatt of installed capacity (ie. £143K pa for Gordonbush), payable for the lifetime of the project, or 25 years (whatever is shorter) per annum per megawatt over 25 years. Payable from the start of construction, subject to agreements being in place. 

· A variable annual payment related to the performance of the wind farm (a share of the recycled ROC payments received by SSE in relation to Gordonbush) which the community can benefit from whilst the ROC scheme is in place. The payment will start to accrue from the start of generation and is payable over the 25 year generation period.  At present the value of this is just under £1K per megawatt (ie. roughly £50K each year for the 25 years), however, the value could vary and may equally fall to nil should the recycled ROC price fall to zero in any year, the Government’s scheme be withdrawn, or the wind farm cease to generate

Energy Efficiency Fund – this is a one-off lump sum of £300,000, which in the past has been focused on Energy Efficiency, although this may change. SSE has tended to manage and deliver this element of the fund for the benefit of the community. SSE involves a charity, the Scottish Community Foundation (SCF), with the management of their community benefit funds due to SCF’s expertise in grant-making. This has worked well in other areas and RL suggested talking with Achany about the SCF method. SCF help support the community through the process of identifying priorities for the fund, establishing a decision-making panel, and assessing applications and awarding grants, leveraging additional funding, and offering general support and advice. SCF do not make the decisions on how the fund is spent – this is up to the community – although SSE and SCF have some criteria that need to be adhered to (for example, the fund is not to be used to replace statutory funding). SSE pays for SCF’s services on top of the fund.

SSE explained that the fund would be shared between the four communities, rather than split. Experience with other funds has shown that more can be achieved (synergies) at a community level by working in this way  (eg Achany has a community bus).  It is also possible to combine the SSE funding with other funding in relation to grants – SSE to do not restrict the fund from being used in this way.

She suggested an SSE Benefit Meeting with the 4 communities to explain the model fully.

The meeting closed at 10pm
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