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1.
WELCOME TO ALL ATTENDING

Pat Graham opened the meeting and thanked everyone concerned for their support and for attending this meeting.

She thanked Claire and Mark Stevens for hosting the meeting, Highland Spring for donating the water and the Rail Passengers Committee (RPC) for supplying pens.

2.
APOLOGIES
Jennifer Gordon intimated papers of support from politicians were in the delegates' packs. Gregor King wished it to be stressed that not every train need stop at every station.  This would result in impossible timetabling and excessively long commuter journeys.

3.
TOURISM INITIATIVES AND FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS

Douglas Ritchie said that tourism was the biggest economy in Perthshire - £450m per annum.  Gleneagles West would be the biggest tourist investment in Scotland with the potential of a high international yield, and Tullibardine would bring hundreds of thousands of visitors each year.   Duchally House Blackford Hotel, and the planned G8 Summit in 2005 would also increase visitor numbers.  The latter would bring 3,000 world media to the area.

The Perthshire Tourist Board has an environmental challenge to encourage the use of public transport.  Presently only 5% travel by bus or train – the average in Scotland is 16%.  82% of visitors to Perthshire travel by car - well above the average for the whole of Scotland.  The PTB works with Scotrail promoting ‘Great Days Out’ and is committed to getting more visitors to Perthshire.

Mark Stevens said he and Claire are keen to see the station open. Their website has had many hits from people enquiring about flying into Scotland and staying at the Hotel without the need to hire a car. Arriving by rail could facilitate this.  Higher accommodation levels would result in greater employment.

Alston Birnie outlined the current and future developments in Blackford. A&L King are marketing the houses which are being developed by Mill Developments – 150 at Mill of Ogilivie and a further 25 at Abercairney.  If the station was open this would give better access for these projects.  Mill Developments need to be involved.

A&L King, Muir Homes and Richmond Homes are working on a master plan for between 600 to 800 new houses in Auchterarder – a re-opened station would be of benefit.  Improvements on A9 access are required, with Loaninghead being a priority, before these houses are developed.  This also dovetails with the Gleneagles West development – Section 75 in draft form – if agreed planning in principle would follow.

Mark Ruskell asked if a re-opened Blackford station would increase the house prices.  Alston said it would increase demand and, therefore, prices.

John Graham asked about the marketing of Gleneagles West.  Alston Birnie responded that Ochil Developments were the land owners and there would be a project management team.  The application for this development was in outline only – progress would perhaps be made over the next 18 months to two years.

Alan Livingstone endorsed what Alston Birnie had said – the station would increase demand for housing.

Pat Graham said COBRA had been asked to respond to the Rail Passengers Committee on the Community Railway Partnerships paper.  This organisation operated mainly in England and there could be opportunities for community and retail outlets at the station.

Willie McLaren said that trains were busy from Edinburgh/Glasgow to Dunblane and from Perth northwards but ran virtually empty between Dunblane and Perth because access to the only station had to be made from the A9 and by car. 

Pat Graham said that Blackford Primary School, while being supportive, were concerned that a reopened station would increase traffic through the village. One of COBRA’s aspirations is to reduce traffic through the village and that is why the Access Road had been proposed – there was a map of this in the delegates pack.  Note the red line is not the definitive route.

Willie McLaren outlined the dangers of traffic from both North and South  crossing the A9 to access Blackford.  Discussion followed on the proposed Access Road:-

· Gleneagles West development 

· Heavy goods vehicles, eg for Highland Spring, could be advised to use this road  

· Blackford residents could travel to Auchterarder for services such as the Health Centre and the Police without using the A9

· Funding was raised.

Pat Graham acknowledged that the proposal of this road could be contentious and is envisaged as access for the station.

4.
POTENTIAL FOR INTEGRATED TRANSPORT

Andrew Warrington explained that he wrote the brief for the Consultants and they were looking forward to having a report of tonight’s meeting.  

He worked closely with Jim Docherty of Midland buses to improve bus services for residents and visitors alike.  There would be opportunities for rail freight usage at Blackford, there was no convenient link from Auchterarder to Gleneagles and the school bus from Blackford to Auchterarder had to use the A9 – the Access Road would be a safer option.  Every bus that came into Blackford would serve the station.  He was keen to maintain links with Braco and Greenloaning. Greenloaning station is also being examined by the Consultants and, were it not to open, these links would be important.  

Pat Graham said a survey conducted by pupils by Greenloaning School had confirmed that residents would use Blackford if Greenloaning Station remained closed.

Jim Docherty recounted that a bus service to Gleneagles Station had been stopped by the police due to:-

· Safety concerns for drivers and passengers when joining the A9 from the station road - because of accessing the fast-moving traffic in first gear

· Existing traffic coming round the blind corner are unprepared for slow-moving traffic in their path

He said that an Access Road would be of great benefit.

Pat Graham said that COBRA, while not criticising Gleneagles Station, understood that in addition to the above difficulties, it was dangerous to access Gleneagles from the Loaninghead direction as vehicles had to cross two lanes of fast moving traffic.  Jim Docherty confirmed this, stating it was impossible in a large vehicle. 

Andrew Warrington asked about the A9 junction at the South end of Blackford – were this to be closed to traffic turning right towards Stirling, major problems would be caused for buses to Stirling.  

Andrew Thompson said he used Midland buses from Dunning to Dunblane station and experienced the dangerous A9 junction.  He, therefore, would prefer to access the A9 via the Loaninghead junction. 

David Dow said that residents of Auchterarder were not against Blackford station opening and that residents in Braco and Greenloaning were realistic about Blackford being the best option.  

He urged that there should be joined up thinking on the Access Road and the proposed Gleneagles West approach road.

Ann Gaunt said that COBRA had sent a letter and visited Perth & Kinross Planning Department but the response was that developers could not be forced to do anything - and that the short approach road would only be for the £3m houses.

Alston Birnie said the proposed road would be off the Dunfermline/Crieff road with a link to the main drive-way to the hotel and a limited number of houses.  It would be three metres wide and not designed for a large volume of traffic.  The majority of properties would be accessed from a much improved Braco Road.

During the discussion which followed it was felt that residents and employees of Gleneagles West should have access to Blackford station.

Alston Birnie said he had the impression that Blackford residents did not want contact with Gleneagles West.

John Graham pointed out that the opposite was true in that there was a strong feeling that Gleneagles West was being isolated from the village and vice versa.  

He said Blackford Community Council’s view of the A9 junction was that it was currently a very busy and dangerous crossing and this would only worsen as the Tullibardine, Highland Spring and housing developments progressed.

5.
COBRA’S FUTURE PLANS

Ann Gaunt said if there were to be a future for COBRA after the Consultants study, it would need to be financed.  To date all costs had been borne by COBRA members. Two members had been invited to attend a RPC seminar in

Glasgow and had funded themselves for this.  The resultant networking from this meeting was invaluable.  

Colin Carr, Training & Development Officer with Perth & Kinross Association of Voluntary Service Limited, had visited COBRA and was helping to draw up a Constitution.  His help was already proving to be excellent.

If there is a positive outcome to the Consultants study, it is planned to hold a public meeting to adopt the Constitution and elect a committee.  COBRA would be in a position to gain funding but help would be needed to source this.

Jennifer Gordon said any assistance to help set up a COBRA website would be much appreciated.

Andrew Warrington clarified the process of the Consultants study.  The Scottish Executive required an appraisal process for projects as large as re-opening of stations.  Scottish Transport Appraisal Guidance (STAG) 1 is looking at the case to take any or all of the four station locations forward to STAG 2 which is a more detailed study.  It would be at this latter stage that funding sources could be accessed.

Pat Graham said that John Purvis MEP had intimated that European funding may be available.

Andrew Thompson asked about the STAG 1 and STAG 2 timetables.

Andrew Warrington said STAG 1 would be completed by the end of August or early September.  STAG 2 would depend on location and interests.

Alston Birnie asked if STAG 1 was limited to the stations only?

Andrew Warrington said that the report from this meeting would bring the Access Road question to the attention of the Consultants – the more information they had, the better.

6.
LOCAL INITIATIVES

Alan Livingstone said that P&K Council endorsed COBRA’s proposals and were happy to go along with them.  

He said that the Access Road was a fine idea and worthy of consideration – he had noted the strong support from all those present.  It would cost around £1.5m and P&K Council currently did not have that money.  The Scottish Executive would not contribute – this had been confirmed at a meeting the previous day.  While he acknowledged this information would be dispiriting, he said that any developments carried out by BEAR Scotland, eg at Loaninghead, would not prejudice any future Access Road.  Improvements were needed but were constrained through lack of funds.

Chris Livingstone said that Highland Spring was committed to the Consultants study for both passengers and freight.  She and Wyllie Woodburn had spoken with the Consultants that afternoon.  Highland Spring intended to reduce the number of vehicles going in and out of the village and thought that about 40% of their product could be moved by rail freight but that this would have to be viable.  She hoped that in the future, with management and structure in place, rail freight would be more efficient.  Highland Spring has a strong environmental policy and aims to reduce vehicle emissions. 

Although Highland Spring could not finance the Access Road they were keen to look at this proposal seriously.

Highland Spring has around 300 employees, and, if train times were favourable, they could use an opened station.

She felt that the Government should finance the infrastructure necessary for the promotion of business and that the freight option would strongly favour Blackford’s case.

Stephen Duncan said Baxters at Tullibardine was due to open early in 2005. 

· Baxters would have three to four hundred thousand visitors per annum (15% to 20% by coach) and mostly from May to September which would compound the traffic impact problem.  

· Baxters would occupy 60% of the retail accommodation 

· The reaction to date from coach and tourist organisations had been overwhelming

· An extensive retail portfolio as well as restaurant facilities would exist 

· There would be 30 to 40 employees, rising to 70 to 80 in the peak times.  

· An education cookery school is planned 

· The whisky industry had recently appointed an Ambassador

Traffic management both at the A9 junction and through the village would have to be carefully monitored.  However, he would not want to lose potential visitors if the A9 junction were to be partially closed.

He finished by saying that a re-opened station would be good for Baxters and for Blackford.

Neil Gaunt asked the local authority representative (Alan Livingstone) what responsibility the Scottish Executive had for safety?  On the grounds of safety, if nothing else, the Access Road should be built.  He said that when the Blackford bypass was built, an underpass should have been incorporated – the topography for this was perfect.

Alston Birnie had been at the meeting referred to by Alan Livingstone, and confirmed that improvements at Loaninghead had been a priority in terms of safety.  Currently there were surveys being carried out on all junctions on the A9 from Stirling to Perth but that any improvements can only be delivered by developer-led initiatives.

Mark Ruskell said that the £1.5m needed to build the Access Road paled into insignificance when compared to the £1,000m being spent on a five mile stretch of the A74.

He said there was a sensible argument for the Access Road – taking traffic off the A9, with safety and environmental advantages.  He was disappointed to hear of the impasse and thought it was a case for the relevant Opposition MSPs to raise and pursue.

Willie McLaren said that in view of the proposed Baxters/Tullibardine visitors it made even more sense to have an Access Road as this could be a Tourist Route to Auchterarder and beyond.

Pat Graham said that COBRA had collected 92 signatures of support - with one person against - from Auchterarder residents at a recent Rotary-run event in that town.  Many of these were supportive of the Access Road.

Douglas Ritchie said that the Access Road was a good idea but that this meeting was intended to focus on Blackford Station.

Pat Graham suggested that Blackford station could benefit the G8 Summit in 2005 and the Ryder Cup in 2014 eg 

· An emergency platform for the G8 

· Shared dispersal of golf traffic for the Ryder Cup with Gleneagles station.

Alston Birnie said that as part of the Gleneagles West development, a pledge of £0.5m each to Blackford and Auchterarder communities had been pledged – could this be used towards the Access Road?

Jennifer Gordon asked if anyone had heard of the cost of building the footbridge over the A9 for the Ryder Cup?

7.
RAIL FRANCHISEES “A SERVICE FOR PASSENGERS”

Andrew Warrington said that the franchise process was coming to a conclusion with First Group being the preferred bidder.  

· The franchise period would be seven years from October 2004.  

· He had met with all the bidders.  

· There was commitment to improving rural services and access to stations

· What was currently being planned was confidential.  

· He said there was a ‘hole’ in services in the Strathearn/Strathallan area.

John Graham asked who wrote the specification and was there any passenger input?   

Andrew Warrington responded saying it was the Scottish Executive and Strathclyde Passenger Transport provided contract advice to the Strategic Rail Authority, who undertook the tendering exercise.  He thought finance would have priority as the existing franchisee had run at a loss.

Alexander Deans said while nothing was known about the current discussions, break-points had been built in and an opened Blackford station could be slotted in.

Alston Birnie asked about the costs of opening a station.
Andrew Warrington said the Consultants were looking at this issue.  There would be requirements by the Health and Safety Executive.

Disabled access at Blackford was discussed.

Jennifer Gordon raised the issue of disabled access at Gleneagles station and referred the relevant new Act to come into force later this year.  She also said that presently Scotrail staff have to be taxied to Gleneagles from Perth when required to help disabled passengers. 

COBRA had contacted disabled associations and Blackford had the preferred situation – ie LEVEL crossing.  It was noted that the land round the station was still in the possession of the rail company.

Neil Gaunt asked that costs be monitored very carefully and cited Network Rail doing work in-house because of excessive charges by contractors.

Andrew Warrington said HSE would have the final say as to requirements.

Alan Livingstone warned that costs could be greater than one would think.

8.
SUMMING UP – THE WAY FORWARD FOR CONSULTANTS DOSSIER

Mark Ruskell said this had been a very informative meeting and he felt that all present had learnt a lot.  He thanked COBRA for organising it and commented that it was very unusual to have so many stakeholders together.

He cited the constituted body of Community Rail Partnerships as a good example and source of assistance and information.

He covered the wide range of arguments concerning the economic viability of re-opening Blackford and said, as a Green, he was delighted.  There was a tremendous opportunity here for sustainable growth and to get people off the roads.

He thought that P&K Council would be delighted with the increased revenue from council charges raised from new housing in Blackford.

There was a real opportunity for integrated public transport.  He covered the current – and growing - dangers of the A9 junction.

He did not pretend to know the ins and outs of the Way Forward but suggested that some of the stakeholders present should meet to progress this.

Mark would communicate with fellow MSPs and take the Blackford case forward at the P&K Forum meeting in September.  He felt there should be cross-party political lobbying for funding the suggested Access Road.

He had heard massive arguments for the re-opening of Blackford station – not one against!  He wondered how best to wire this in to the Consultants and also if there were any key dates to note?

Pat Graham said it had been agreed that COBRA would meet with the Consultants but that no date had been identified as yet.

Andrew Warrington said there would be workshops for both Greenloaning and Blackford to meet with the Consultants and these would be arranged in the next two or three weeks.  He repeated that the notes from this meeting would certainly help this process.

Jennifer Gordon said that apart from the above, there could be no further plans/dates until the Consultants report was published.

Pat Graham said if Blackford progressed to STAG 2, it was planned to have a public meeting – Mark Ruskell and Douglas Ritchie immediately agreed to speak at such a meeting.

Pat Graham closed by thanking everyone for attending – COBRA was extremely grateful.

Everyone supported a vote of thanks to Pat Graham for chairing the meeting.
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