
Meeting Note    
 
Cabinet Secretary Michael Matheson and Birnam to Ballinluig A9 Community Group - 31st July 2019, Birnam Arts 
 
Present: Michael Matheson (MM), Gordon Ramsay (GR), Alasdair Wylie (AW), Mike Wolfe (MW), Garth Ponsonby 
(GP), Alex Kettles (AK) and Sophie Cade (SC) 
 
Representatives of the Birnam to Ballinluig A9 Community Group met with Cabinet Secretary for Transport, 
Infrastructure and Connectivity, Michael Matheson, to review events and process following the Co-Creative Process, 
which ended in July 2018. The following points were discussed: 
 

• AW introduced the community’s ambitions and background behind the Co-Creative process, praising the 
collaborative approach and the enthusiasm and commitment from the community to participate. 

• MM gets the impression this was achieved and that there is learning for everyone involved in terms of the 
process undertaken. AW agrees. 

• AK summarises community activity leading up to and since the ‘Big Ask’ in 2017, the “Big Decide” last year 
resulting in the Community Preferred Route, and the challenge to create something which everyone can buy 
into. 

• MW explains that since the end of the Co-Creative process, community engagement this year, led by TS and 
Jacobs in March and May, and particularly the introduction of additional/comparator route design elements 
has raised concerns amongst the community and left many people lacking confidence in the community’s 
preferred route being reflected in the final design. Opportunity to explore more alternative engineering 
options to mitigate high cost of the tunnel and Community Group are seeking independent advice on this. 

• AW describes the context of the 2016 Planning Review and the important role this played in setting up the 
ground for the Co-Creative process, aiming to avoid confrontational planning; he highlighted that we have 
now reached a point where we risk going back to a confrontational approach, and a ‘them’ and ‘us’ type of 
decision making. 

• MM responds to say that the government must look at a range of options as part of the statutory planning 
process.  

• SC explains concerns around polarisation of route options to be assessed, which would not be helpful for 
anyone. 

• MM does not want this to happen, recognises need to bridge gaps, align with Community Objectives and to 
negotiate a solution. 

• GP reminds group that this was indeed the ambition of the Co-Creative in the first place, to come up with a 
design collaboratively that satisfies both parties. 

• MM states that TS and Community coming together to produce something that is mutually agreeable would 
be the perfect scenario. 

• MM acknowledges that cost is a major inhibitor to the current Community Preferred Route and welcomes 
further exploration of how to mitigate this, and importantly, wants to create space for continued dialogue 
between Transport Scotland and the community. MM doesn’t want a final decision to run straight through 
everything the Co-Creative process achieved.  

• AK highlights the opportunities for the project to add value for the community, and how important this 
could be for the local economy.  

• MM agrees that the dualling project must add value for the community, rather become a negative. 

• AW ask whether the emergence of the ‘Climate Change Emergency’ will impact the A9 dualling project. 

• MM responds to say that the government remains committed to the completion of the A9 dualling, as it is 
vital to the Highland economy. However, Active Travel will be of greater importance, with further capital 
investment in infrastructure for active travel and public transport. This may mean that some Roads spending 
is spread over a longer period.  

• Group walks over to the train station to see first-hand the challenges involved at this point, highlighting the 
unpleasant appearance, noise and spray from vehicles passing at speed along the confined 'at grade' A9 next 
to the Grade A listed Station building, as well as the inaccessibility of the station and platforms. Cabinet 
Secretary was also made aware that much of the current A9, beyond the immediate vicinity of the Station, is 
'made-up ground' from the 1970s A9 construction and, briefed on the community vision for this part of the 
road. 


