ABERDEENSHIRE LOCAL OUTDOOR ACCESS FORUM
MINUTES OF MEETING 99
Monday, 10" November 2025, 13:30

In Person at Aberdeenshire Council Offices, Unit 7 Harlaw Way, Harlaw

Industrial Estate, Inverurie.

Present: Gerald Banks, Geordie Burnett-Stuart, Paul Davison, Gordon Prentice,
Jeremy Sharman, Neil Taylor, Chris York.

Resigned member present: Ken Gordon (formerly Chair).

Council officers present: Fiona Chapman, Malcolm White.

Abbreviations: AO(s) -- Access Officer(s); KHub -- Knowledge Hub; S/G Sub-group.

Malcolm White, Team Leader, Outdoor Access and Countryside Team,
Environment and Sustainability Service, Aberdeenshire Council.

Resources & Funding: Policy and Priorities Team comprises
Environmental Project Officers (EPOs), Outdoor Access Officers (AOs),
Ranger service, Bennachie Centre staff. EPOs are responsible for
maintenance and upgrade of those core paths for which the Council is
responsible. This is a year on year pressure on Aberdeenshire Council’s
budgets. Aberdeenshire Council is required to follow an essential spend
guidance for all expenditure now. Involvement of other Council services (e.g.
engineering, structures) can involve internal budget expenditure. External
funding is sought where possible. Unexpected release of external capital
funding can add to resources, but when occurring late in financial year can
present challenging timescales. EPOs also provide advice to communities,
thereby reducing potential future burdens on the Council. The role of the AOs
(2 full-time equivalents) comprises upholding access rights (casework and
enquiries), responding to internal consultations from planners, processing
LRSA s11 applications, and dealing with public rights of way matters. Ranger
service duties include promotion of the natural and cultural heritage, including

Item | Subject Acti
on
- Resignation of Chair KG advised that he had submitted his resignation from
the Forum, citing insufficient resources from the Council, lack of engagement
by Forum members, and lack of a Vice Chair.
1 Welcome, apologies, introductions, deputising, etc.
Apologies Gordon McKilligan, ClIr Iris Walker.
Introductions Malcolm White was welcomed to meeting, with introductions
round the room.
2 Aberdeenshire Council’s Support for Outdoor Access — Presentation by
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the Scottish Outdoor Access Code; education; and the Junior Ranger Award.
CY noted a positive potential for the Ranger service to assist AOs on access
rights issues. For ALOAF, whose existence is mandated by the LRSA, the
Council will continue to provide Council space for meetings, and will set up
hybrid meetings when appropriate. Council officers will continue to attend
meetings and liaise with the Forum (including pre-meetings), but ALOAF itself
will be expected to deal with its internal administration tasks, e.g. issue of
meeting papers and reminders. MW will be the Council’s point of contact for
ALOAF for the time being. The Forum Chair will be his point of contact. He will
provide updates to ALOAF ahead of meetings, and will consult with the Forum
as and when necessary, setting reasonable deadlines for response. ALOAF
presence at the Turriff Show will be funded, as this helps to mitigate against
potential future access issues. Minutes Secretary costs will continue to be
funded. Generally, members’ routine travel expenses will not be reimbursed.
Where meetings are held online there is a lesser requirement for travel. MW
sees the Forum’s support to the Council as comprising input on access cases,
mediation services, promotion of SOAC (in a role independent of the Council),
and pointing paths groups towards the Council for advice.

The Council’s policy on paths is not to create new ones, because there is
insufficient funding for their maintenance. Current maintenance responsibilities
are being met, but timing is subject to other Landscape Services priorities, e.g.
burials. Council responsibility continues for maintenance and upgrade of those
core paths for which the Council is responsible. However, lack of resources
has resulted in any review of the Core Paths Plan not being a priority; likewise
signage and promotion of the existing core path network. However, upgrades
have been delivered, including at Inverurie, Insch, Portlethen, Deeside Way
and on the Formartine and Buchan Way, the last-named being on track for
inclusion of further lengths in the National Cycle Network. MW referred
members to the spreadsheet of paths proposals and projects, scored and
prioritised, supplied with the meeting papers. (“Active Travel” routes and
budgets are the responsibility of the Roads and Transportation teams, the
intention being that these will be formally adopted and maintained as per the
procedure for public highways). Website improvements by MW’s team have
included revised webpages, new online forms for reporting access issues and
responsible-access concerns (paper versions also available), and automatic
linking to GIS via the “Uniform” system. A Team Operational Manual for staff is
in preparation, covering all aspects of access-related work. Access case-
handling, along with processing of enquiries and consultations, will be moved
onto the “Uniform” system, as already used for planning applications and
enforcement cases. Future plans include improvements to the Team’s
capability of dealing with bridges, with their engineering implications; to the
priority given to maintenance of paths managed by the Team; to a new
Outdoor Access & Countryside Team Strategy; and to developing an online
reporting system for reporting path defects (similar to the existing system for
potholes on roads). The Team'’s spending is led by the Aberdeenshire Council




Plan 2024-29, whose spending rules allow for legal duties — such as a “local
access forum” as required under the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003.

Open Discussion: Strengthening ALOAF’s Role[For ALOAF’s role, see
Item 2 above]. The following topics were covered in discussion:

Health and Safety A genuine risk to the public and/or to the Council’s
potential liability, e.g. a hole in a bridge deck, is cause for high priority
response. However, beware of spurious or exaggerated complaints. NT
advised that the FLS rule of thumb is that there should be “no nasty surprises”
for the public. Regarding bridges, MW noted that awareness of suitability for
different classes of traffic is important, and where necessary signage should
advise accordingly.

Maintenance Grants do not cover maintenance, it being considered a
revenue-budget item. For Council paths in his team’s remit, MW advised that
routine maintenance only covers cutting of vegetation and in some cases
spraying. Minor repairs, e.g. to surfacing, are not included. PD noted the
importance of accessibility. GBS highlighted what in his view is an excessive
dependence on communities and landowners to make up for shortfalls in
maintenance.

Community engagement Regarding recruitment for ALOAF, GBS
emphasised the need for communication with community councils (CCs).
Observing that the entire public sector is under financial pressure, CY
highlighted the need to be more effective at getting more public involvement. It
should not be the land managers who have to contribute to [i.e. put time and
money into] the “public good” which is outdoor access. From a community
council perspective, GP observed that access involvement depends on
peoples’ individual aptitudes and circumstances — CCs have no statutory duty
to be involved in access. PD felt it would be helpful if they could be
encouraged to develop a sense of stewardship of core paths in their areas.
GP liked the idea of linking the Council and CCs in regard to core paths. MW
noted the existing good relationship between the Council and existing local
paths groups. Also, the Council continues to pay insurance costs for some
CCs —a long-standing arrangement. CY asked if the Council could inform CCs
of this. MW felt that the process perhaps needs to be brought up to date by
means of a formalised grant mechanism. CY noted that insurance can be a
significant hurdle for paths groups to deal with. In discussion some uncertainty
emerged regarding whether the above insurance provides cover for path-
related activity. Aberdeenshire Council’'s Area Managers might be a channel
for engaging with CCs as a means of progressing involvement with paths.
However, paths groups can also exist separately from CCs.

ALOAF Governance and Membership

Introduction Thanking MW for his presentation and input to the meeting, CY
said that ALOAF needs to make best use of existing resources and what the
Council is able to offer. The Forum needs more members, and a Chair.




Operating Principles Para. 3.3 of the Operating Principles precludes a
member from serving a third successive term as Chair, and in any event CY
could not take this on due to other commitments. A Vice Chair is also needed.
Discussion on a proposal to update the Operating Principles (last revised in
2015) was deferred to a future meeting.

Membership and incentivisation Despite support from committed
individuals, more engagement is needed from the land management sector,
but with no early prospect of a core paths plan review it may be difficult to
attract interest. GB commented that problems anticipated from promotion of
core paths had not materialised, but this may largely be due to lack of such
promotion. Asked by GP about a process for adding new core paths, MW
advised that only minor changes could be made without requiring a formal
core paths review — something so far not progressed due to lack of resources.
It was noted that reviews have been carried out in areas administered by The
Highland Council, and one is in progress with the Cairngorms National Park
Authority (CNPA), although national park priorities differ from those in
Aberdeenshire Council. NT noted that much of the CNPA review consists of
“tidying up”. In discussion, it was noted that a tangible benefit of core path
status is protection from loss due to development, e.g. expansion of a built-up
area. In this regard MW advised that paths could be added to the Council’s
GIS record, thus informing planners. PD had the impression that planning
application forms no longer include a question on paths. MW commented that
in the planning process, awareness of existing paths typically depends on a
combination of the [applicant’s or] agent’s information, the planning officer’s
observations on site visits, and on public representations. Action: GP to send
his path details to MW for inclusion on GIS record. CY noted that a pending
task for ALOAF and/or the Council might be a “light” review of core paths to
identify opportunities for adding to the network or removing paths from it. This
would help the Council scope the level of need for a formal review. A function
of a core paths plan is to provide assurance that routes exist. GB noted that
core path status helps to encourage work on paths. However, an impediment
for land managers applying to the Improving Public Access (IPA) scheme
(albeit this scheme hasn’t operated for the past three years) is the requirement
to have planning approval in order to be awarded a grant. This is both
expensive and time-consuming. It would be helpful, when appropriate, for the
Council to provide a “letter of comfort” stating that no planning permission is
necessary. CY suggested that the time delay could be circumvented if IPA
procedure could be altered to confer approval in principle “subject to planning
consent”. Also, it would be useful to have clear criteria for works requiring
planning consent. FLS experience is that Aberdeen City Council requires a
planning application where a new path is proposed. MW advised that it is
ultimately a decision for the planning officer concerned. Permitted
development rights can also be a factor. GB called for a system whereby
Government could provide information on availability of grants.

Member Recruitment & Diversity Asked by CY if the Council could help with
anything not already discussed, MW offered to provide ALOAF with details of

GP

4




(a) meeting dates of community council Area Forums, with a view to ALOAF
doing presentations; and (b) contact details for paths groups. CY cautioned
that the Forum is required to have a balanced representation across all
stakeholder sectors. The intended recruitment brainstorming session was
deferred to a future meeting. The intended discussion on support and training
needs for members, and possibilities for assistance from the Council, was
likewise deferred.

The future GBS noted that a success of ALOAF has been in dispute
resolution and in its associated dealings with the Council. Noting that no one
has offered to step forward for the role of Chair, CY offered the view that
technical knowledge of access is not necessarily an essential requirement for
chairing a group. Without a Chair, however, how may things be taken forward?
This needs to be resolved at the next meeting.

Mw
Mw

Approval of Minutes from Meeting 98 Proposed by NT; seconded by JS.
Matters arising (relevant action points) Deferred to next meeting.
GBS conveyed the Forum’s thanks to KG for his contribution as Chair.

Update on activities of ALOAF members and suggestions for future
activities, events, training, information Deferred to next meeting.

Access Officer Aberdeenshire Council Update Deferred to next meeting.

Times and location of 2026 meetings Next meeting is to be “In Person” --
oth February 2026, 1.30pm, Unit 7, Harlaw Way — when discussion to include
subsequent meeting arrangements.

MW kindly agreed to attend.

Mw

Casework: CLOSED SESSION No planned cases, no business conducted.
Council to please advise if any cases for discussion at next meeting.

Mw
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AOCB PD noted that within Aberdeen City, SEPA had required the use of
concrete for surfacing a riverside path by the Dee, whereas tarmac has been
used in similar locations in Aberdeenshire. In discussion, speculative
explanations included (a) concrete may be more flood-resistant than tarmac;
(b) The Dee is an SAC, thus SEPA involvement perhaps mandatory, and
possible hazardous waste implications of tarmac in that location may have
influenced the outcome. MW offered to look into the nature of SEPA’'s
requirement.

Mw
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In conclusion, CY thanked MW for attending the meeting.




