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MINUTE OF COBRA ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING 

MONDAY 21st February 2011 HELD AT HIGHLAND SPRING

PRESENT
COBRA Committee - Neil Gaunt (Chairman), Joan Moore (Vice Chairman),

Jennifer Gordon (Secretary), Alan Moore (IT), Richard Beith (PR and Marketing), 
Speakers:-

Dr Richard Simpson, MSP, Patrick Harvie, MSP, Peter Stirling, Chairman, P&K
Gordon Banks, MP
Bruce Fummey, Patron

Chris Livingstone, Highland Spring

Mark Ruskell

Andrew Thompson

Jacqueline Walsh (Senior Community Capacity Building Worker, P&K Council)

David Spaven, Principal, Deltix Transport Consulting

Katy Gordon, Strathearn Herald

Derek Walsh, AECOM

Dr Corinne Kay

Margaret Beith
Cllr Tom Gray
20 members of the public
APOLOGIES

Ann Gaunt (COBRA Treasurer), Hilary Charles (Committee member), Cllr Murray Lyle (Committee member).
Desmond Carrington (Patron); Dave Aylott; Jackie Baillie, MSP; Jeannette Barr; Keith Brown, MSP( Scottish Transport Minister); David Brown (Stirling Council Transport Planning Team); Mike Cantlay (Chairman of VisitScotland);
Bruce 
Crawford, MSP; Roseanna Cunningham, MSP; Alastair Dalton (Transport Correspondent The Scotsman and Scotland on Sunday); Murdo Fraser, MSP; Niall Gardiner(TACTRAN); Colin Gordon; John Graham (Blackford Community Council); Sandra Gray, (Reporter, Dundee Courier); Alec Green, (Partner, Workman);  Adrian Griffiths, (Operations Manager, Baxters Food Group); Eric Guthrie (TACTRAN); Christopher Harvie, MSP; Cllr Graham Houston; Graeme Keillor, (Hillcrest Housing); Lucy Llewellyn, (Performance Administrator, Scottish Golf); Anne McGuire, MP; Iren McLaughlan, Jamie McLaughlan, Serge Merone, (External Funding Officer, P&K Council); Nanette Milne, MSP; Susan Nicholson, (Presenter/Reporter STV); John Park, MSP; Andy Sloan; Marjorie Sloan; Elizabeth Smith, MSP; Nicol Stephen, MSP; Dave Stubbs, (Access Officer, P & K Council); Andrew Welsh, (Stirling Observer); Howard Wilkins, Kate Wilkins
1.
CHAIRMAN’S WELCOME
Chairman, Neil Gaunt welcomed everyone present, especially Gordon Banks; MP; Dr Richard Simpson, MSP; Peter Stirling, Chairman, P & K Access Group; Patrick Harvie, MSP; Patron Bruce Fummey; and he especially thanked Chris Livingstone of Highland Spring for hosting this meeting 

2.
INTRODUCTION
Patron Bruce Fummey said there were three main reasons why he was glad to be Patron of COBRA.  The first was that global warming was the biggest issue to affect everyone.  The second was that an opened station would make his life and work so 
much easier.   Presently to travel by train in this area involved a car or taxi journey to Gleneagles Station or similar transport to Dunblane.  He was of the opinion that the majority of people in the Strathallan/Strathearn area supported the re-opening of Blackford Station.  The third reason was that it would be good for the communities of Blackford and Auchterarder to have Blackford Station open.
Bruce then paid tribute to the hard-working COBRA committee.  He was party to the email activity throughout the year and was impressed by the wisdom and effort which they all showed.  He also thanked the politicians who were, across the board, supportive of the campaign.  He was hopeful that their goal would be achieved.

3.
MINUTE of AGM held on 18th January 2010 – this was available on the COBRA website - www.cobra-blackford.org.uk .  Alan Moore proposed adoption of this Minute, with Richard Beith seconding the motion.

· Apologies – will be recorded in Minute 

· Matters Arising – there were no such matters.


4.
PRESENTATION by DR RICHARD SIMPSON, MSP
Richard said that it was crucial for any such campaign to be sustained and that COBRA was facing a crunch time- transport arrangements for the 2014 Ryder Cup at Gleneagles Hotel should be underway at the moment.  Despite the Scottish Government being pressed on this issue, they had, to date, not been prepared to issue a time-line for decisions.  He reiterated that it should not be a beauty contest between Blackford and Gleneagles Stations but pointed out the very bad access to the latter at the best of times and said it was impossible during bad weather.

Richard said he had had several conversations with VisitScotland representatives concerning pedestrian access and shuttle buses during The Ryder Cup.  He went on to say that the Scottish Government’s EPetitions Committee was supportive that COBRA be involved in these discussions and decisions.  
He referred to the Freight Facilities Grant being threatened with closure and pointed out if Highland Spring had access to rail freight in Blackford, this could result in a reduction of 10k lorry journeys on the A9 and further roads.  This would drastically reduce carbon emissions.
As to the TACTRAN-generated costing of £4.3m to re-open Blackford, Richard said he was dubious that this was realistic as he thought the price would be much lower than that figure.

A re-opened Blackford Station would greatly relieve the parking problems in both Dunblane and Bridge of Allan.  Residents nearby Dunblane Station could not park their cars because of commuters’ cars being left in the neighbourhood during the day.  Consideration was being given  to introduce residents’ parking permits there.
Richard said that, according to Register General figures, there would be significant growth in the Strathallan/Strathearn population over the next 20 years.  Therefore, demand for good commuter access would grow.  He also noted that commuters were not only going to Edinburgh/Glasgow but also to Perth.
The fact that COBRA had cross-party support was impressive and unusual as this did not always occur.  In the run-up to the May election, the EPetitions Committee would seek to close down existing petitions and this may well happen to that of COBRA.  However, the issue could be taken up again with, hopefully, action taken.
Richard said he was sure that in the long-term this campaign would succeed – he cited the length of time taken for the Alloa and Laurencekirk campaigns to succeed – 11 and 15 years.

Richard said that both he and his colleague, Gordon Banks MP, were glad to be involved with the COBRA campaign.


Neil warmly thanked Richard for his counsel.
5.
PRESENTATION by PETER STIRLING, CHAIRMAN, PERTH & KINROSS 
ACCESS GROUP 

Peter thanked the COBRA Committee for their invitation to speak at this meeting.  He referred to the lifts at Stirling Station being out of commission from January to March this year.  The Station staff were helpful and would take people to the correct platform but this process took time and could not be accomplished in a last-minute hurry, as could be done with an able-bodied person.
Peter pointed out that wheelchair use was the most obvious disability but there were many others and he cited an instance of someone being left on a platform for an hour because s/he did not hear that their train was at a different platform.  The DDA applied to goods and services, not buildings.  According to the 2001 Census one in five people have a disability.  Peter recounted that he used Gleneagles Station when he was a student but fully endorsed its lack of suitability for disabled people – no wheelchair access, no loop system being only two issues he mentioned.  He emphasised that people could easily access Blackford Station platforms as they would be level.
Peter ended by saying that the Perth & Kinross Access Group would help COBRA all they could.


Neil thanked Peter for the direct point of view from a disabled person.
6.
PRESENTATION by PATRICK HARVIE, MSP

Patrick started by endorsing what Peter Stirling had said.  When Gleneagles Station was built in the early 1900s, people had not begun to think about access issues.  Patrick said he was not a local MSP, representing, Glasgow as he does, but was grateful for the invitation to speak at the AGM.  Presently he is Convenor of the Transport Committee of the Scottish Government.  He went on to talk about the need for decisions to be made on how Scotland  made priorities on issues.  At the moment decisions seemed to be out of kilter with policy pledges.  
He thought the Green Party slogan should be “Save the Human” as, because of the addiction of burning oil, climate change was a severe threat to us all.  Climate change used to be the preserve of scientists with transport decisions reflecting life in the 1960s.  There had to be a start to thinking of strengthening local economies, with the result of being able to hand on something better to future generations.
Patrick said the next Scottish Parliament should reflect policy commitments, this was not happening at the moment.  Incentives for modal shift from road transport should be created.  The recent proposal to cut the Freight Facilities Grant had not been helpful.   It would have been preferable to have discussions on how to improve how this operated.  Highland Spring had the potential to utilise rail freight more but policies must be right for sound business decisions to be made and also for public transport to be in place to encourage people out of their cars.  
Being a Minister was a difficult job, Patrick said, but it should be possible for them to make Scotland able to do much better on transport issues.

Patrick ended by saying that he was sure COBRA would have continued cross-party support in the next Scottish Parliament.


Neil thanked Patrick for his expert ecological knowledge, so well expressed. 
7.
CHAIRMAN’S REPORT

Neil Gaunt asked those present to remember John Law who died last year and did much to help COBRA when he was a Committee member.  
Neil reiterated the cross-party support for COBRA from politicians and said how grateful COBRA was for this.  COBRA was pleased that its petition was heard by the EPetitions Committee over such a long period of time but Committee members were not quite sure how the EPetitions Committee worked and what it could do.  Nonetheless, the support of politicians was paramount.
Neil said he had attended a Network Rail event he was told that the solution would be to close Gleneagles and re-open Blackford.
He was also told that Transport Scotland’s aims were to shave minutes off journey times and, therefore, an additional station would not fit into this aspiration.   However, it was revealed that in a Network Rail survey of passengers, reliability and punctuality were more desirable than faster journey times.  The latter was number 14 in order of importance.  It would seem that Transport Scotland were not listening to the customers.  It fell to the politicians to decide whether to listen to these passengers.

Neil reported that three members of the COBRA Committee were due to meet with Keith Brown, Scottish Minister for Transport on 1st March.

Neil then referred to the proposed bridge over the A9 from Gleneagles Station to the golf course for The Ryder Cup – this was considered as a bridge to nowhere.

COBRA had responded to the P&K Main Issues Report which was a countywide look at transport and infrastructure.

In conclusion, Neil thanked all the COBRA Committee members, especially Jennifer Gordon, for the hard work they gave to COBRA.

8.
TREASURER’S REPORT
In absentia Ann Gaunt submitted the following Report:--

After deducting payments due and cheques yet to be cashed, the balance in the current account was just over £1k.

COBRA funds since last year had been boosted by a much welcomed grant of £1k from the Scottish Community Foundation who administers the Village Trust Fund. 

NB - at this point Neil explained that £250k had been received by Blackford from the GWest/Ochil Developments organisation.  This was half of the promised payment and it was understood the balance would be received when global financial confidence was restored.  This money had been invested and village organisations were invited to make a bid for funding each year.
This had enabled COBRA to fund the general running expenses incurred when attending seminars, marketing events and the EPetitions Committee at Holyrood.  Since Committee members give freely of their time, this is only fair.  To date COBRA had spent just over half of the grant and would have to investigate further sources of finance in the coming year in order to keep the campaign going.

9.
SECRETARY’S REPORT

As Secretary, Jennifer Gordon said firstly, that she really appreciated just how well the Committee worked together which certainly made her job easier.  As reported by the Treasurer, COBRA were again successful with an application to the Ochil Developments Blackford Community Fund run by the Scottish Community Foundation.  The funds were to cover leaflets, administration, marketing and meetings.
Using these funds, they had had several meetings at the Blackford Hotel and were delighted that politicians, some of whom were present tonight, took the time to meet with the COBRA Committee and also to see the lie of the land in this area.  
The real situation was so different from just looking at the locale on a map. COBRA also used the SCF funds to commission COBRA Christmas cards, as part of their marketing strategy, sending these out to relevant people to thank them for their support.  
Finally Jennifer thanked Highland Spring in general and Chris Livingstone in particular for their enthusiastic hospitality in accommodating their Annual General Meetings.  To be there certainly gives a professional edge to the COBRA AGM.
Jennifer then read the following response from Eric Guthrie and Niall Gardiner of TACTRAN:-
“Unfortunately both Niall Gardiner and I are on leave on 21st February so we are unable to have a Tactran presence at the 2011 AGM.  Had we not both been on leave we would certainly have attended the AGM, as we have in previous years, to hear the presentations and provide any input and/or information on our own activity that might contribute to discussion of items on the Agenda.  Please pass on our apologies to the wider COBRA membership.  We are happy for you to read out my e-mail and apologies again that neither of us can attend. “ 


Neil thanked Jennifer for her report.
10.
I T REPORT
Alan Moore said that the website was averaging around 700 visits each month proving there was a lot of interest in the campaign and it was a good way of engaging with the wider public.  These visits peaked when the AECOM Report was published and also when COBRA publicised the suggested wording for letters to MSPs.  These words were still on the website and would be effective if used in this way in the run-up to the May elections.
Currently a fact sheet was being produced and which would be taken to the visit with Keith Brown on 1st March.  Use of Facebook was being discussed.


Neil thanked Alan for the tremendous amount of work he undertook for 
COBRA.

11.
MARKETING and PUBLICITY

Richard Beith said COBRA’s best marketing tool was the AECOM report, which could be downloaded from the website.   The problem was to get the movers and shakers to read it, digest it and act on it.
The next best marketing tool had been the presentation of the EPetition at Holyrood and the publicity that had generated.   It was unlikely that this would continue for ever; at the last meeting (8th February) it seemed that Holyrood were clearing the decks in advance of the May election.  Perhaps COBRA’s proposal would become a 'Legacy Petition'.
In the world of public relations COBRA had to thank the press, national and local, for their continuing support.   In particular, COBRA was grateful to the Courier, and amongst the local press, the Perthshire Advertiser, Strathearn Herald and Strathallan News, especially reporters Katy Gordon and Henry Ainslie.
A document /Manifesto was in preparation, designed to alert all election candidates as to the importance of a new station at Blackford.  Richard asked those present to ensure that they questioned the candidates at Hustings and at all other available opportunities.

Neil thanked Richard for his report.
12. 
ELECTION OF COBRA COMMITTEE/OFFICE BEARERS – noted at the end of the Minute.
13.
OPEN DISCUSSION

· David Spaven explained he had been a consultant for Highland Spring and rail freight plans.  He said referred to the AECOM Report for COBRA, an objective and independent Report.  He agreed that The Ryder Cup at Gleneagles was a window of opportunity for Blackford.  If a new station were to be built in the Strathearn/Strathallan area now, Gleneagles would be the last place to situate it.


He went on to say that it was a question of Blackford or Gleneagles Station as he 
thought no politician would agree to have two stations so close to each other.


Referring to the AECOM Report, he thought it showed that having two stations at 
Blackford and Gleneagles would not increase the total number of rail passengers in the 
area compared to having a single station at Blackford, and that  he favoured the 
idea of relocating Gleneagles station to Blackford.


Dr Corinne Kay questioned the premise that an additional station would not increase 
passenger numbers.


Derek Walsh of AECOM said that with the improved accessibility passenger numbers 
would indeed rise. 
· Andrew Thompson said he had recently moved to Comrie and many people from there and from Crieff travelled to Dunblane to use the train.  They could be potential Blackford passengers, as could residents from St Fillans and upper Strathearn.  

Jennifer asked for contacts in these places and Jacqueline Walsh undertook to provide these.

· Dr Richard Simpson said that Access Grants, awarded by the UK Government, had been slashed and, therefore, Gleneagles Station was very unlikely to be upgraded.  He repeated that The Ryder Cup would be a window of the area on the world and this should be said to Keith Brown on 1st March.  The upgrade costs of Gleneagles Station (including the footbridge over the A9 and improved road traffic access) and those to re-open Blackford, despite requests, had not been divulged and he planned to use a Freedom of Information request to obtain these, after the election.  Open debate was needed, not secrecy.  He cited the issues with night coal trains on the Alloa line and the fact that Transport Scotland had not been open about these.

Alan Moore asked about the motivation behind cloaking the figures to which Richard said there was a culture of secrecy in the civil service.

Cllr Tom Gray said that pedestrians, by walking the length of a par4 fairway from the 
station to the footbridge, then crossing the bridge, would find themselves on the golf 
course.  This was an appealing and difficult case to argue against.

Peter Stirling said this bridge would be of no use to disabled people.  Cllr Gray questioned 
whether disabled people would attend The Ryder Cup but it was thought they would and 
should not have obstacles put in their way.

· Jennifer Gordon pointed out that a very senior P&K Council executive who was in post during the G8 at Gleneagles was not of the opinion that Gleneagles Station on its own could cope with the anticipated Ryder Cup visitors.  She further said that to improve road access to Gleneagles Station would require compulsory purchase of land which would take a great deal of time to progress.
· Margaret Beith said that even for the most able-bodied of people, the camber of the track at Gleneagles Station made alighting from the Northbound train very difficult to accomplish.
· Richard Beith said that there had been a costed option in the current ScotRail franchise for an hourly Perth-Gleneagles-Dunblane-Stirling- Glasgow and return service which was supposed to have started  in  December 2010.  Lack of coaching stock was claimed as the problem and when it did become available, the Highland line had the first priority. 
· Jennifer Gordon said that many Highland Spring employees who currently travelled by car to and from work could easily use the train were Blackford to be re-opened.
· Jacqueline Walsh said there was no access at Dunblane for electric wheelchair users to go North to Perth.

Jennifer Gordon added that disabled people had to request help at stations 24 hours in 
advance of travelling which gave no possibility of flexibility.

· Gordon Banks said that a letter from COBRA and the wider community should be sent to relevant, existing MSPs and also MSP candidates asking them about their support for COBRA.  This would have the effect of holding them to account.  COBRA members should also attend Election Hustings and emphasise the benefits to individuals, businesses, communities and the environment.  This should get COBRA high on the local political agenda.  He said as much use as possible should be made of the media to boost the campaign.
· Mark Ruskell said he last attended four AGMs ago and while he was impressed with the great strides the campaign had made, he found it frustrating to hear similar issues being discussed four years later.  He said there were both pre and post election matters to concentrate on.  The Scottish Parliament worked on a coalition basis and transport matters would be on the table after the election.  He suggested the campaign move beyond The Ryder Cup and road bridges.  The £4m cited by TACTRAN was not a great deal of money.
 14.
AOCB
There was no such business.

15
CLOSING REMARKS

As Patron, Bruce said that his brother had asked him who would be interested in re-opening a station in a village.  Bruce thought many people were, some were just not yet aware of their interest.  He hoped that by this time next year some positive action would have been taken.

16
VOTE OF THANKS

As Vice Chairman, Joan thanked all the speakers for their interesting and constructive presentations; Highland Spring and Chris Livingston for their hospitality; the interventions from the Floor and for all those attending and hoped they would continue to support COBRA.

There being no other business, Neil closed the meeting by thanking all those who had attended.
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