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URBAN GREENING

St Fittick’s Community Park is 
a lifeline to Torry, an area of 
Aberdeen lying on the south 

bank of the River Dee. The Park 
is the only accessible green space 
for 11,000 people, most of whom, 
according to the Scottish Index of 
Multiple Deprivation, fall within the 
20 per cent most disadvantaged in 
Scotland, which has made Torry one 
of Aberdeen City Council’s Priority 
areas. It is a beautiful, highly diverse 
urban green space with local nature 
reserve potential, and provides a 
lifeline stop over, with resting places 
in the woodlands, for many species 
of migrating bird. The Park is linked 
by a habitat corridor to Tullos Hill, 
allowing deer and foxes to extend 
their habit range, and it contains the 
multi award winning East Tullos Burn 
wetlands, which featured in RSPB’s 
2020 Nature of Scotland Award, 
Climate Change and Biodiversity 
category.

The Park is a wild place and wildlife 
haven, challenging the idea that such 
places are found only in rural areas. 

As a flourishing ecosystem, it nurtures 
people. Those in Torry have more 
mental health difficulties compared 
to inhabitants of the wealthier parts 
of Aberdeen, caused or worsened by 
poverty and its resulting stress. Local 
people are very open about how much 
the Park has helped them during the 
Covid-19 pandemic, and what it still 
means to them. The Park is also a 
place for joy and celebration.

Restoration
In 2000 the Park was very different, 
certainly not an urban space to be 
celebrated. Rough grass, no trees 
and the highly polluted East Tullos 
Burn carrying heavy metals to the 
Bay of Nigg in a straightened course 
from a culvert under the East Tullos 
industrial estate. The Park was little 
more than a rubbish dump and 
very prone to flooding. It has been 

Top: St Fittick’s Park. Above: St Fittick's Park wetlands. Photos: Natalie Hood.

The battle for St Fittick’s 
Community Park: David v Goliath
Urban green space can be a community’s treasured place and the powerful’s 
unmissable opportunity, argues Susan Smith.



p18 	 ISSUE 66   Reforesting Scotland AUTUMN/WINTER 2022	  www.reforestingscotland.org

URBAN GREENING

increasingly encircled by industrial 
infrastructure over the last 40 years: 
home to hazardous landfill, waste 
treatment and incineration.

In 2006, an Aberdeen City Council 
(ACC) urban rewilding project, in 
which the community took part, 
planted 13,500 trees to introduce 
biodiversity and make the Park a 
pleasant place for everyone. The East 
Tullos Burn Improvement Project 
followed in 2014, using natural 
methods to improve the Burn’s 
water quality with a Sustainable 
Urban Drainage System. The Burn’s 
unnatural course became meandering, 
and ponds with reed beds were added 
to form the wetlands to absorb the 
pollution. ACC was supported by 
SEPA and the North East of Scotland 
Biodiversity Partnership, involving 
the community at all stages. The 
diversity and beauty of the Park was 
further enhanced by planting 160,000 
wildflower plants. It cost £364,000 
of mostly public funds along with 
a contribution from oil company 
Total E&P UK. The wetland’s major 
contribution to the project and 
the community’s part in it gave the 
people the sense of Park ownership 
they have never lost.

In 2019, construction of the 
contentious and highly unpopular 
NESS Energy from Waste Plant, 
which will burn 150,000 tons of 
non-recyclable waste from the 
North East, was started. In spite of 
SEPA’s assurances that “no potential 
for significant pollution has been 
identified” and the measures to be 
taken to reduce pollution use “the 
best available techniques”, people are 
still angry and worried about its effect 
on their children’s health. The plant 
is just 500 metres from the primary 
school. In 2017, construction began 
on the South Harbour, originally to 
accommodate increased oil traffic 
and cruise ships, with harbour related 
activity (rig decommissioning and to 
support offshore wind development) 
at East Tullos and Altens. The view 
to the Bay of Nigg and access to the 
Bay has gone forever, whilst nearby 
residents will suffer from noise and 
light pollution from the Harbour’s 
intended 24/7 operation.

The powerful
Aberdeen Harbour Board (AHB) 
has been trying to have all the land 

round the Bay of Nigg, including 
the Park, rezoned from green space 
to development sites for the last ten 
years. In 2019, on the last day of 
the consultation period for the new 
Aberdeen Local Development Plan 
2020, AHB submitted a general bid 
for all the land round the Bay of 
Nigg. ACC’s Growth and Resources 
department then commissioned a 
feasibility study on behalf of the 
“client team” of ACC, Opportunity 
North East and Invest Aberdeen 
to “clarify” the bid and assess the 
feasibility, not of further South 
Harbour expansion, but of an Energy 
Transition Zone (ETZ). This was 
based on a vague concept first floated 
by Sir Ian Wood one month after 
the submission of AHB’s bid. The 
feasibility study stated that the ETZ 
would provide, “leverage for Aberdeen 
Harbour’s £350m investment” by 
providing sites for “offshore wind 
construction, decommissioning, carbon 
capture and storage, and hydrogen”, 
and would be central to Scotland’s 
achievement of Net Zero by 2045.

As well as brownfield sites in East 
Tullos and Altens, green space St 
Fittick’s Park and green belt Doonies 
Rare Breeds Farm would be required 
to provide land immediately next to 
the South Harbour and to contribute 
to the 30 hectares of developable land 
the ETZ required. In the meantime, 
ACC’s environmental planners 
argued that all the green space or 
green belt sites were unsuitable 
for development and would suffer 
“significantly severe” environmental 
damage that unspecified mitigation 
would reduce to “severe”. However, 
other ACC planners were persuaded 
by the feasibility study’s claims and 
rezoned Doonies Farm and about half 
of the Park as opportunity sites in the 
Proposed Local Development Plan 
(PLDP) for industrial development 
for the ETZ. This goes against ACC’s 
own environmental policies and those 
providing pleasant and healthy places 
for its citizens, without any public 
consultation or environmental impact 
assessments.

There was an option that excluded 
the Park and Doonies Farm in 
favour of alternative East Tullos and 
Altens sites, based on “community 
sensitivity” anticipated from 
experience with the South Harbour 
construction, but it was rejected as 

the “flat” land immediately adjacent 
to the Harbour (i.e. the Park) was 
deemed essential. For quite what 
aspect of offshore renewables has 
never been made clear. Neither has 
the dependence of the whole ETZ 
project on developing the Park, which 
has become increasingly used by 
the ETZ’s proponents to denigrate 
opponents of any development there.

The oil industry’s 50 year dominance 
of the region’s economy and culture 
continues via Opportunity North 
East (ONE) being a signatory of 
the Aberdeen City Region Deal, 
resulting in Grampian Region’s and 
Scotland’s energy transitions being 
based entirely on energy supply. ONE 
is at the centre of a powerful business 
network, illustrated by the intimate 
relationship between the ETZ and 
the South Harbour and that raises 
questions about what the Park is 
really wanted for—an ETZ site or an 
expanded Harbour?

Broken promises
Torry is Aberdeen’s sacrifice zone. 
In 2017 statutory consultees to 
the Harbour development were 
mollified by stringent environmental 
conditions on construction and 
operation at the site agreed with 
AHB, which had not deemed it 
necessary to consider the wider area 
at all. At that time, ACC stood up 
for the environment of all its citizens 
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and it demanded compensation for 
the community’s losses and mitigation 
of the environmental damage before 
it would consent the planning 
application. Consequently a detailed 
Mitigation and Compensation 
Plan, backed by a legal agreement 
between AHB and ACC, emerged 
specifying improvements to the Park. 
Reasonably enough the community 
thought that the Park was safe.

So as soon as people living nearest 
the Park received the statutory 
notification of rezoning, the news 
spread like wildfire, accompanied 
by outrage and grief at the loss of 
the seemingly protected Park which 
ACC’s previous hard work had 
given to the community, as well as 
an increase in existing community 
mistrust at the breaking of legally 
based promises and assurances. 
Undaunted, the community fought 
back with a Facebook page (currently 
1,400 members) and submitted 199 
objections against the rezonings. 
The statutory consultees fought back 
too. SEPA and Nature Scot focused 
on the East Tullos Burn, pointing 
out that it had been ignored in the 
Environmental Impact Assessment, 
and Historic Environment Scotland 
highlighted that St Fittick’s Church, 
a scheduled monument, had also 
been omitted. SEPA went further 
and objected vociferously to the Park 
rezoning because development of the 

wetlands would destroy them, adding 
that if the wetlands and surrounding 
flood plain were removed, very little 
land for development would be left. 
NatureScot also commented that 
the wetlands comprised most of the 
rezoned area. Nor was SEPA happy 
that the joint Masterplan for the area 
would be prepared by the developers.

ACC conceded that objections were 
well made, based on valid reasons, 
but ignored them all in favour of 
the dubious claims made in the 
feasibility study. It was unfortunate, 
but the Park and all its benefits had 
to go. Another sacrifice to which the 
community responded by saying, 
“enough is enough”, finding allies 
in Friends of the Earth Scotland, 
Greenpeace, Aberdeen RMT, The 
Scottish Wildlife Trust, international, 
national and even, on occasions, the 
local press, film-makers, Climate 
Camp Scotland 2022, local and 
regional MSPs from three parties 
led by Maggie Chapman, Scottish 
Green Party, who led a debate at 
Holyrood—An Unjust Transition 
for Torry—in September 2021. The 
debate spelled out the environmental 
and social injustice being meted 
out to Torry whose inhabitants can 
least afford to pay the social costs of 
losing its precious urban green space. 
The Minister emphasised that any 
project had to be “co-designed and 
co-delivered”.

In the balance
ACC’s decision to rezone the Park 
was made in the context of the City’s 
deeply ingrained culture in which 
the economic interests of the oil and 
gas industry predominate. It not 
only paves the way for an Energy 
Transition for Torry that is socially, 
environmentally and economically 
unjust but is also not aligned with 
the draft NPF4 document which 
aspires to give climate change, 
biodiversity and wellbeing equal 
status with the economy. ACC’s 
PLDP is at the end of its review 
by Scottish Government reporters, 
“estimated for the summer”. It is 
hoped that the reporter has made 
an objective decision. The pause 
in preparation of the draft ETZ 
Masterplan and public consultation 
until the review is finished, and 
the PLDP amended by ACC 
and adopted by it as the Local 
Development Plan, indicate that 
the ETZ proponents are not certain 
whether rezoning will be upheld.

If it is not, reprieve from any 
development may be temporary 
because the South Harbour is a 
National Project in the draft NPF4. 
As powerful AHB has a long-
standing ambition to expand into 
land all round the Bay of Nigg, 
the Park could be sacrificed in the 
National Interest for harbour related 
activities which have little to do with 
an ETZ.

If it is, the community will remain 
largely ignorant of the planned 
development in the Park until the 
draft Masterplan is finished. As 
incorporation of recommendations 
to the Scottish Government into 
policies is slow, public consultation 
will take place too soon to be 
governed by the 2nd Commission 
for a Just Transition’s recently 
announced strategy for inclusive 
and participatory planning for 
infrastructure, particularly when 
excluded, financially struggling 
communities like Torry are involved. 
Hence the currently neglected 
social and cultural aspects of the 
usual, but contested, green space 
offsetting mechanisms to mitigate 
environmental damage and loss will 
continue to be ignored.

Susan Smith is a Member of Friends of 
St Fittick’s Park.

Above left: On way to the Big Lunch.  Above: The Big Lunch. Photos: The Eden Project.


