TRUMP’S MEGA-GOLF RESORT AND HOUSING PROJECT IN SCOTLAND SHROUDED IN CONTROVERSY

Environmentalists suffered a defeat when the Scottish government in November 2008 approved plans by US tycoon Donald Trump to build “the world’s greatest golf resort” on the country's east coast, even though local planners rejected the project after civil society groups had raised serious concerns about its impact on protected sand dunes and wildlife. The huge luxury resort includes two championship golf courses, an eight-storey five-star hotel, a golf academy, nearly 1,000 holiday homes and 500 private houses. 

Beyond environmental concerns, The Economist cautioned that due to the economic crisis, earning a profit on the golf and housing project may be out of reach. Many Scottish golf clubs are already facing financial trouble, and after five years of steadily rising, house prices dropped dramatically and sales volumes halved in the last months of 2008. 

“Once again the unprincipled greed and avarice of the filthy rich triumphs over environmental concern, social integrity and love of wild, open spaces,” responded a reader to the news about the approval of Trump’s project in the UK daily The Guardian. Even worse, if developers continue to enjoy such protection by government like in this case in Scotland, the menace of environmentally destructive mega-golf resorts will keep spreading all over.
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TRUMP GETS GREEN LIGHT FOR SCOTTISH GOLF COMPLEX

LONDON (AFP) — The Scottish government Monday approved plans by US tycoon Donald Trump to build a huge luxury golf resort on the country's east coast in the face of opposition from local residents and environmentalists.
Finance minister John Swinney said there was "a significant economic and social benefit" in approving the application for the one-billion-pound (1.3-billion-euro, 1.6-billion-dollar) complex north of Aberdeen.
Trump welcomed the decision, saying: "We are greatly honoured by the positive decision and believe that the people of Scotland will be extremely happy with the final product.
"It will be a tremendous asset and source of pride for both Aberdeenshire and Scotland for many generations," added Trump, a New Yorker whose mother was a Scot.
Trump, who says the project could create at least 1,200 permanent jobs, has promised to build "the greatest golf course in the world."
The planned resort includes two championship golf courses, an eight-storey five-star hotel, a golf academy, nearly 1,000 holiday homes and 500 private houses, creating hundreds of local jobs.
Local planners last year rejected the plans after concerns from environmentalists about its impact on protected sand dunes and wildlife, and opposition from a farmer who has so far refused to budge from his land at any price.
The Scottish government in Edinburgh, which has powers over planning policy, called in the proposal, setting up an inquiry amid a row about the pros and cons -- and Monday confirmed its approval.
Scotland's First Minister Alex Salmond said the course would create 6,000 jobs and give the area a timely economic boost.
"The economic and social benefits for the northeast of Scotland substantially outweigh any environmental impact," Salmond said.
"In tough economic times, substantial investment of this kind is at a premium.

"Six thousand jobs, including 1,400 which will be local and permanent, is a powerful argument."
Salmond said the "natural beauty" of the area should be used to Scotland's benefit.

"It is entirely right and proper that the resources of the country are harnessed to boost one of our great industries and tourism is a great Scottish industry," he said.
Opponents of the plan voiced anger. "I think this is a damning verdict," said Rob Ashlin of the Sustainable Aberdeenshire group. “Donald Trump is not just planning a recreational facility, it is a huge housing development that goes against Aberdeenshire Council's planning policy. It's very disappointing," he added.
Martin Ford, a councillor from the opposition Liberal Democrats who originally turned down Trump's plans, criticised the decision and said the course was a "vanity project".
He said: "This is a very, very bad precedent indeed and sends out a bad message about the protection in Scotland of our natural heritage sites. I don't think we can claim this is a nationally important development, and it certainly did not need to be built on this site."
One of the strongest opponents of the course, Michael Forbes, whose farm lies in the middle of the 6,000-hectare (15,000-acre) site, told AFP in January he had refused money from Trump to persuade him to leave.
"I don't know where else I can go. It's my home, it's all I know," he said then. He made no immediate comment Monday. 
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TRUMP LEADS WAY IN £3BILLION BUILDING BONANZA
By Frank Urquhart 

DONALD Trump's dream golf resort will spearhead a massive £3 billion investment bonanza in the North-east of Scotland, it was revealed yesterday.

Work is expected to begin early next year to transform the Menie estate, on the Aberdeenshire coast, into the American tycoon's £1 billion golf and housing development.

But Aberdeen City and Shire Economic Future (Acsef), the private and public 

partnership that drives development in the region, has disclosed that, in addition to the ambitious Trump project near Balmedie, a further £2 billion of investment is in the pipeline for an area "the credit crunch forgot".

A total of £600 million in investment is already planned in retail, leisure and commercial developments, with a further £1.4 billion in potential developments expected to be injected into the area's economy.

And, in a further boost for the North-east economy, it was also announced yesterday that Scottish ministers have given the final go-ahead for another major golfing development in the area – two days after giving the green light to the Trump proposals.

They have approved the £115 million golf and housing development being planned by the Muir Group for the estate of the historic Blairs Seminary on the outskirts of Aberdeen.

The championship course at the Blairs site will be designed by Aberdeen's Paul Lawrie, the last British golfer to win a major championship – the Open in 1999. The development also includes a luxury hotel and a residential development of 280 homes. 

John Muir, the chairman of the Muir Group, said: "I am thoroughly excited by the vision that can now be implemented in terms of enabling leisure and business tourism through a world-class hotel resort and a signature championship golf course by local golfing hero Paul Lawrie."

Rita Stephen, the Acsef development manager, said: "We are really now putting this area on the map as the Mecca for golf development. And on the back of that, clearly there are lots of opportunities for further tourism development."

A spokeswoman for Acsef explained that in addition to the Trump and Muir Group schemes, the area was also poised for a £40 million development at the Ury Estate, near Stonehaven, which will be the home of a Jack Nicklaus signature golf course and luxury hotel.

Other developments include a new £55 million headquarters for the global energy company the Wood Group plus the £250 million Union Square and £30 million City Wharf developments in Aberdeen. Rupert Lumsden, the laird of the Banchory and Leggart estate, has also announced plans for a £700 million urban village and business hub on the outskirts of Aberdeen.

Ms Stephen: "These new developments represent investment totalling over £600 million. "When coupled with Trump International Golf Links Scotland and other proposals such as Energetica – the proposed 30-mile energy lifestyle corridor – the total could be approaching £3 billion."

She added: "This signals a new era for the region that will secure our long-term vision."
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GOLF MADNESS IS KILLING THE COUNTRYSIDE 

Commentary by Terence Blacker

These are hard times for the old-fashioned, money-making operations that were all the rage until a few months ago. It is now a time of doubt and questions for investors. Is the business plan sound? What effect will it have on the local environment? Does it have an unacceptably large carbon footprint? Will it face opposition from planners and councils? 
The good news for entrepreneurs this week is that, if enough investment is promised, all these concerns will be cheerfully swept aside. Capitalism may have had something of a battering in recent months but, for all the talk of how personal greed has given way to new, prioritised and revived social awareness, money will still have the last word.
The born-again Scotsman Donald Trump has, predictably enough, been authorised by the Scottish Government to develop a stretch of wild coastland north of Aberdeen into a mighty golf complex, which will include two golf courses, 500 executive houses, a 450-room hotel, 950 holiday apartments and 36 "golf villas". Economic and social benefits were said to have outweighed the importance of the landscape, which includes a Site of Special Scientific Interest, in spite of opposition from the Scottish Wildlife Trust, the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds and others.
It seems that the SNP has decided that Scotland's brightest future is as a golf course. Two days after the announcement that the two courses of Trumpland would be built, a further £15m golf-course development was given the go-ahead at Blairs Seminary, on the outskirts of Aberdeen. Nearby, at Stonehaven, another £40 million golf course is to be built. Rita Stephen, a spokeswoman for the local development quangos, boasted this week that the area was now "a Mecca for golf development".
She is probably right. When environmental concerns are set against the power of the dollar, there is never any doubt which will win favour with politicians.
For all the hot air about energy, the Scottish Government has encouraged a development which will depend upon rich businessman flying from around the world to enjoy Trumpland.
For all the talk of sensible investment, it has granted planning permission for 500 "luxury homes" at the precise moment when the market for such properties has collapsed. The market for such homes in London, for example, reached a 32-year low last month.
For all the commitment to social benefits, it is to allow the rape of a much-loved, environmentally valuable landscape in order to provide facilities for one of the most exclusive and class-ridden sports in the world.
For all the warm words about local activism, it has ridden roughshod over the will of the local council. Those who have dared to speak against the development have been subjected to pressure, harassment and bullying.
There will be jobs, particularly in the short term while the development is being built, but it is ludicrous to argue that Scottish tourism will benefit. The majority of people do not visit the country in order to see a string of dreary, identical, environmentally dead golf courses, but to enjoy one of the most interesting and beautiful landscapes in Europe.
But in the end it has been another triumph for developers, another part of unspoilt countryside lost forever. 
A thousand new golf courses are built around the world and most of them look – are designed to look – remarkably similar to one another.
By contrast, the scenery, wildlife habitat and ecosystems that are about to be destroyed are increasingly rare and under pressure. 
Trumpland, and the many golf courses of Aberdeenshire will, according to Rita Stephen, "secure our long-term vision". But what a sad, sterile, money-led vision that is.
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TRUMP INTERNATIONAL GOLF LINKS; A MODEL FOR UNSUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 

The Golf Environment Organisation registers its disappointment at the failure of the Scottish planning process.

 

The Scottish Government declared yesterday that it is "minded to grant outline planning permission for this proposed development subject to conditions and the satisfactory conclusion of a (Section 75) agreement".

 

This decision is an extremely negative reflection of society's pursuit of economic growth at the expense of environmental quality and natural spaces.

 

The fundamental failure to match an appropriate development model with an extremely sensitive site should have been sufficient for this proposal to be refused, and the developers sent back to the drawing board.

 

At the heart of the matter has been the reluctance to move the golf course out of a protected mobile sand dune system - one that cannot be re-created or translocated, and one that most certainly will not benefit from being stabilised under a dense cover of grasses - despite statements to the contrary from Mr. Trump.

 

Meanwhile, the Scottish Government Reporters' authoritative looking suite of 46 proposed planning conditions serves only to paper over gaping cracks in the developers' proposal. This constitutes a complete failure to protect one of the last few remaining wild sand dune systems in north western Europe.

 

Jonathan Smith, CEO of the Golf Environment Organisation (GEO) today set out its position: "This is not sustainable development. The irreversible loss of internationally important habitats and uniquely adapted species of plant and animal is a high and un-necessary price to pay for this form of poorly substantiated economic development. Society cannot continue to destroy ecosystems if it is to halt the decline of biodiversity and retain any wild areas."

 

GEO has long maintained the principle that some sites are too sensitive for certain forms of intensive development.
However, GEO believes that multi-faceted golf development can be incredibly flexible, and need not be fixed in terms of scale and footprint.  In particular there is no formula for the planning and design of courses themselves, and technology exists to create outstanding golf courses that are sympathetic to almost any landscape.

 

This gives golf developers the unique opportunity to avoid environmental conflict and deliver true environmental gain, but that requires adaptation of the development model to specific site conditions, and respect for fundamental social and environmental values. 

 

In this case Trump International Golf Links Scotland failed to come up with the innovative and sympathetic proposal necessary for the sustainable development of this site. As such, the Scottish Government's judgement flies in the face of international environmental policy and contradicts its own sustainability agenda.

--------------------------------------
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TRUMP’S SCOTTISH VENTURE: BIRDIE OR BOGEY?

THE CONTROVERSIAL GOLF DEVELOPMENT MAY NOT MAKE MUCH MONEY 
AMERICA’S most flamboyant property tycoon, Donald Trump, is no lover of government. Burons, which he defined as a cross between a bureaucrat and a moron, are destroyers of opportunity, he wrote in 2000. This week he had to give thanks to Scottish burons for hauling his plan to spend £1 billion ($1.6 billion) on a lavish golf resort near Aberdeen out of the bunker into which local councillors had pitched it. He may have landed in the thick rough of recession instead.
The strip of scrubby, marshy land on which Mr Trump wants, with typical understatement, to plant the world’s finest golf course, a 450-bedroom hotel and conference centre, 950 holiday apartments, 36 golf villas, 500 houses and sundry other developments, doesn’t look much. With face-slappingly bracing autumnal winds whipping in off the North Sea, it doesn’t feel inviting either.
The most notable feature, which caught Mr Trump’s entrepreneurial eye, is a line of rearing sand dunes sheltering the countryside from the crashing sea beyond. Parts of these constantly shifting dunes, which Mr Trump expects will provide spectacular golf, are deemed worthy of protection because they provide an unusual habitat for plants and wildlife. But the rigours of golf demand that the dunes be rendered immobile. A year ago, that persuaded local councillors to rule Mr Trump out of bounds.
Appalled at their shortness of vision, Alex Salmond, Scotland’s first minister and a keen golfer, ordered a public inquiry. To the ire of conservationists, it held that the project’s “significant economic and social benefits” (4,700 construction jobs and 1,400 permanent posts) mattered more. On November 3rd Scottish ministers told Mr Trump to implement such things as a “goose-management scheme”, but approved the plan. 
Earning a profit on this, however, may be harder than getting round the course in par. Recovering the investment depends on selling the houses. This autumn, after five years of steadily rising, Aberdeen house prices suddenly dropped by 7% and sales volumes halved. And this week oil prices fell below $60 a barrel, threatening to hurt the offshore-oil industry. 
Golf is no longer a sure-fire winner either. The American owner of the ultra-posh Loch Lomond club, which counts Prince Andrew as a member and hosts the Scottish Open, is having to sell it to repay loans. Plans by another American property mogul, David Wasserman, to convert a St Andrews student residence into pricey apartments in the most desirable location in golf—hard by the 18th green of the venerable Old Course—seem to have come to grief. Playing golf in Scotland can be tough, but making money out of it is a whole lot tougher.

