Conic Hill Risk Assessment Report 1 August 2023

Introduction
Following the completion of the Conic Hill path section 2, from the forest boundary to the burn crossing above the timber steps, the NPA asked contractors ACT Heritage Ltd to carry out a risk assessment on the potential requirement for a section of fencing (approximately 20m in length) to protect users against a steep drop of up to 5 metres from the path to the burn below. The steep slope down to the burn is a natural one and existed before the stone pitched path was constructed. In order to build a 2 metre wide path at this location a large outcrop of bedrock had to be removed and a revetment wall constructed to support the outer edge of the path. Before and after photographs of the path surface are below. The ACT Heritage risk assessment is here - Conic Hill Sec2 Revetment RA.pdf
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Risk assessment summary
The main points of the ACT Heritage risk assessment are as follows:
· The new path is significantly safer and easier to use. The bedrock barrier, cross-slope and wet surface due to water seepage have all been removed. The sightlines are improved and the 2 metre width and relatively flat cross-slope gradient means walkers can pass each other with ease.
· The path has been built according to Upland Path Advisory Group standards and guidelines.
· The revetment wall now in place reduces the risk of edge collapse and has an ‘edge’ buffer which is a visual representation of the edge giving users greater awareness of the edge.
· Potential fall height has reduced by 0.5 metres with removal of the bedrock outcrop.
· The large ford crossing above the steep section acts as a speed reduction feature for mountain bikers and will increase awareness of the alignment and features of the route ahead. It is unlikely that any mountain biker ascending the path will be riding due to the very steep section immediately before the steep slope and revetment wall. They will be either pushing or carrying their bike and can therefore be regarded in the same way as other pedestrians.
· A handrail could lead to individuals swinging, sitting or hanging from it which could increase the potential for a person to be injured. It also creates a maintenance and liability burden for the NPA.
· Installing a handrail on a ‘mountain’ path is outwith guidance and best practice within the
UPAG Guidelines

Other comments are:
· As can be seen from the photo below, the revetment wall constitutes approximately 10m of the 20 metre section of path where there is a drop to the burn. The maximum height of the wall is 4 metres with a further 1m to the burn itself. The greater drop of between 6 to 8 metres is on the existing natural slope that has not been altered in any way. 
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NPA Response
I agreed with the recommendation of ACT Heritage that there is no requirement for a handrail at this location. The risk assessment was circulated to other relevant NPA staff for comments.. The comments received are in the table below.

	Staff
	Handrail Yes/ No
	Comments

	Deborah Sandals
	No
	Agree with the recommendation not to have a handrail, largely around swinging on it and sitting on it and setting a precedent in the uplands. Agree that information board should make it clear this is not a walk in an urban park but an upland hill walk.

Should be made clear that only skilled mountain bikers would be expected on this route.

	Sue Hilder
	No
	Agrees with ACT Heritage RA and recommendation.

	Guy Keating
	Yes
	Disagree with the recommendation. A better quality path does not mitigate against the fact there is now an unguarded, vertical drop which is part of a construction the NPA is responsible for building. There are high numbers of inexperienced / general walkers in trainers & mountain bikers riding it as a downhill line can anticipate someone falling over the drop at some point and really hurting themselves.

A short section of wooden 3 rail fence would not be incongruous within this setting.

	John McQueen 
	No
	Fully support the views on not installing a handrail for the listed reasons. The fact that the edge of the revetment (constructed to industry standards) is an obvious hazard, it is not an obvious "natural hazard". Would ask for comments from Legal over this distinction as they may have valid insight due to legal precedent e.g. the Leonard case

Re signage, we do not do this anywhere else so why would we do that here?  If it were merely intended to aid responsible access it could instead state "you are entering a multi-use path with fragile habitats, please take access responsibly" or words to that effect.

	Stuart Goudie
	No
	Happy with the decision not to install a safety barrier but willing to discuss it further.

The Visitor Safety Risk Management Matrix, as defined by the Visitor Safety Group, classifies Conic Hill as ‘Lightly Developed’ with Info/Warning Signs to be used as a form of hazard management, so agree with use of signage to highlight issues.

	Jim Downie
	No
	Agree with the consultant's risk assessment.  

The path has been improved in terms of edge stability and visibility, the drop has been reduced by 0.5m and drainage is improved. The path surface, width and camber improvements reduce the likelihood of a drop.

Not aware of any accidents associated with downhill mountain biking or falls. Health issues, slips and trips and twisted ankles / knees are the most regular occurrence.

Travelling downhill at speed towards the drop would increase the likelihood of a fall but the open drain feature uphill from the drop will act to slow down any approach. Site lines are good on approach when travelling downhill.

It is unlikely that a day-trip cyclist would choose this as a route.  Any downhill mountain biker undertaking this type of descent will most likely be of an experienced, skilled nature and will be aware of the risks associated.

In terms of signage, it may be worth considering signage at the FLS Garadhban car park as unlikely downhill mountain bikers will approach from the Balmaha side. Infographic with steep drop signage is part of the mitigations at Bracklinn Falls.



















Conclusions
There is a clear majority view that a handrail is not required at this location. The main reasons for this are that the stone pitched path is much safer and easier to use, that it could set a precedent for upland paths and that the fence itself may become a focus for people to sit or swing on potentially increasing risk of a fall. 

Significantly, it is also clear that use of a handrail at this site does not align with our own visitor management risk assessments for what are classed as ‘Lightly Developed’ sites (see below). The premise for these sites is limited use of physical safety measures and that it is reasonable to expect visitors to have greater knowledge and awareness of risks and take more personal responsibility for their own safety, to exercise responsibility for themselves and to recognise hazards from natural features in the landscape.
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Therefore as an Authority we accept the recommendation of ACT Heritage Ltd, as principal designer, that a handrail is not required at the above location.

Next steps
1. Complete a Practical Completion certificate to show that in our opinion Practical Completion of the Works have been achieved and the Contractor has complied with all necessary requirements. This will allow ACT Heritage to claim back 2.5% of the 5% retention fee.
2. Me to share with Legal and ask for a view on whether any distinction can be made between obvious hazards that are man-made and natural.


Dave Robinson
Access and Recreation Adviser/ Conic Hill Project Manager
1 August 2023
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