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Ramblers Scotland and the Scottish Rights of Way 
and Access Society 

 
Precognition for the 

  
COUL LINKS PUBLIC INQUIRY 

 
Introduction 
1.  I represent both Ramblers Scotland and the Scottish Rights of Way and 

Access Society: the names of our organisations broadly describe our basic 

purpose, but we also have an important aim to protect the quality of the 

places that people value for their informal outdoor recreation, and that is why 

we are at this inquiry. Beyond being objectors, we did not play a big role in the 

first stage of this application, but it became evident that the interests of the 

public who value the outdoors for informal recreation were not being well 

considered.  

 

2.  The western side of the Moray Firth is much valued for public enjoyment 

and, through tourism, this is of significance to the local economy. It is a 

complex coastline with four firths or estuaries, three of them being large in 

scale: Beauly, Cromarty and Dornoch. Much of the coastal tourism and 

recreational interest does focus more on the Links between the firths.  Coul 

Links is the site of the development that is the subject of this inquiry, and it 

lies close to the entry to Loch Fleet, the northern-most and the smallest of the 

four firths. All four firths are attractive and distinctive: Loch Fleet is more 

intimate place in scale, linked to Coul Links topographically, through their 

scenic setting, and by sharing the nature conservation value of the area.  

 

3.  In reviewing Coul, in comparison with the other Links that front the 

coastline between the four firths, we ranked it highly for its special qualities. 

 

• First, Coul has a high level of naturalness in its extensive native 

vegetation cover, and there is much topographic diversity, unlike the 

more conventional, managed and gently undulating Links, to the north 

and to the south, both close to and beyond Dornoch.  
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• It is an integral part of the Loch Fleet basin and shares its high quality 

wildlife. 

• At Coul, there has been limited human intervention close to or affecting 

the coastal edge, as compared to beach settings further south, and 

also to the north, where there is formal management for agriculture and 

golf on the links; also development close to the coast; and along some 

sections of the coastal edge, there has been substantial armouring, 

using large boulders and gabions, both to repair and to guard against 

further erosion. So Coul is the last mainly untouched natural dune 

system on this sector of the coast. The main beach itself is broad, and 

it is an outstanding attraction, with a conventional dune frontage, and 

both beach and links have the fine scenic backdrop of the hills to the 

north and west, which also frame the Fleet basin. We have noted in our 

inquiry report (para 8, second-last bullet point) that the area of the Fleet 

basin had been a candidate for National Scenic Area status, a signal 

that there is more here than of local interest.  

• There is a special dynamic at Coul, this arising in part from the 

seasonal change in the natural vegetation – summer is quite different 

to the present winter scene. The complexity of the dune system at its 

northern end, and the evident natural processes of dune formation also 

add to the dynamic, as does the presence of a rich assemblage of 

birds, again seasonal; likewise, the powerful daily tidal flows in the 

narrow channel that connects the Loch Fleet to the open sea. 

• Here the outdoor recreation user can experience a natural and 

dynamic setting, offering solitude and a sense of wildness, and a good 

number of objectors have referred to this in their responses to the 

proposal.  

 

4.  All of these factors (plus cultural interests) come together to signal that this 

is a setting of high quality for the outdoor recreation community that we 

represent or serve. It is the ambience, or the aesthetic of the setting that 

attracts and inspires, and which enhances visitors’ enjoyment. The 

appreciation of natural beauty (and thereby its enjoyment) is a people-
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focussed and a value-based construct, and this is set out well in SNH’s own 

landscape policy. 

 

5.  In taking a broader view across the area we said in our inquiry report1 that 

Coul, along with its setting of the Fleet basin was of more than local 

significance for its natural beauty, this being also closely linked to the high 

nature conservation significance of the site: in other words, it has high Natural 

Heritage value, and in turn, high recreational value. We think that this broader 

view of the site and of its wider setting is important in assessing this case. 

 

 

Our Approach to Consent for the Application 
 

6.  We have in our inquiry report set down a number of arguments, that we 

judge are material to this case, some of which are developed below. 

  

• First, the matter of whether this is an appropriate site for another golf 

course given the number of existing Links coursesin the area: the 

applicant has homed in on the highest  quality site, as described above. 

From the public interest stance, these qualities are well protected by 

statutory designation and planning policy, both national and local, and 

these policy stances should have priority against other claims.  

• The argument is that the style of development will only require a proportion 

of the SSSI to be sacrificed. The counter argument (from our stance) is 

that the impact of the whole proposal would extend over a high proportion 

of the Links, with significant fragmentation of the habitat cover. There will 

be specific impacts on the biodiversity interests from the proposed 

engineering works, but these are for others to address. In short we cannot 

endorse an analysis that this will be an unobtrusive development: the core 

																																																								
1	at para 45, first bullet point	“the proposed development should be seen in its wider context of the 
Fleet basin, a location of high natural beauty, ahead, by some distance of most of the other coastal 
beaches, not just locally, but more widely around the whole Firth (recognising that Dornoch NSA does 
have the national scenic accolade)” 	
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of the Links will be transformed from being a near-natural setting to a 

managed sport and recreation facility.  

• We have referred in our inquiry statement to the restrictions on public 

access that will arise on development, and we will come back to this 

below. Part l of the 2003 Act on public access rights has had strong 

political support, being a seminal and early enactment by the then new 

Scottish Parliament. But as well as having national significance, this 

legislation does signal a change in the relationship between the people of 

Scotland and the land. 

• We note some access issues on which we are left uncertain as to the 

applicant’s intentions: say, over the boundary to the course, or provision 

locally to and for the settlement of Embo. The applicant has promised 

proposals for the local interest but these have not yet been specified. And 

Embo also hosts a large tourism development for whose customers, 

access to land locally for informal recreation is important. There is a bold 

statement at the outset of the recreation plan (RAMP6) stating that it 

should be considered as an evolving document, which is repeated at the 

end. Perhaps that is just a cautionary approach, but it can also signal to 

the reader that there are issues yet to arise, but not yet specified.  

 

 

Public Access Arrangements 
 

7.  In our inquiry report we expressed concerns over proposed actions by the 

applicant to manage visitors, to reduce disturbance to over-wintering birds, by 

using signs that would be directive in their wording. Were this approach to 

have problems, action might be considered to secure that sensitive parts of 

the Links have their access rights removed. We reacted against this approach 

on the basis that this is not how arrangements to promote responsible 

behaviour are intended to operate. Where problems arise, advice from the 

National Access Forum sets out a gradient of intervention from local on-the-

ground management, leading to positive general guidance on the need to take 

care; and only then to a more directive approach, if required. All this assumes 
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that the initial call for this kind of action is justified, and that there will be 

reasonable evidence both on the need and on the outcomes. 

 

8.  It looks as if this is a response to perceived threats, seemingly done in a 

rush towards precautionary action: say that the development might lead to 

more people coming onto the Links other than to golf, when we are at present 

some distance from that prospect. We are clear that precautionary action of 

this kind could be non-compliant with the purposes of the access legislation: 

hence our reference to the Drumlean judgement. This raises another question 

about the approach being taken to the public right of access. 

 

9.  Concern has been raised over disturbance to birds from recreation, which 

is not a straightforward topic. Some species are more at risk, others much 

less so; in some cases the issues are more seasonal; in some circumstances, 

rarities might be present. The causes of downward trends to bird populations 

are diverse and of widespread concern: but the big problems here are not 

about recreational disturbance. Scotland has many extensive open-country 

sites, designated at the European level, where numbers of visitors can be 

quite high. In our inquiry statement, we said that both of our organisations are 

sensitive to the need to ensure that the wildlife we all value and enjoy does 

thrive. Hence, our recognition of the issue of disturbance, for which we have 

the following thoughts on the way forward. 

 

• First action of this kind must be proportionate, recognising the needs of 

both the fauna and of people to have the opportunity to enjoy the 

spectacle. 

• Approaches to helping people enjoy this kind of special setting do need 

guidance, and this has to be done with sensitivity, beginning with a 

learning and engaging approach, and that is how advice from the National 

Access Forum is pitched. We can secure best compliance by engaging 

people in a positive and helpful manner, and these arrangements need to 

be developed through a consensus of the interests. 

• We are also at risk of rushing ahead unduly, and need some reflection and 

better information on both birds and people. There will be, given that a 
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consent emerges for the scheme, some quite disruptive action from the 

construction works, and some quite uncertain and potentially significant 

implications for local fauna: so lets not start by blaming people. 

• And still on the theme of acting proportionately, there is little in the way of 

hard evidence of there being a significant disturbance problem that we are 

aware of – Coul is distant from large urban populations as in the south and 

the heavy pressures this places on coastal settings, reserves and like. 

Coul Links is a special and not atypical northern setting, lightly visited but 

very highly valued, and in need of a sensitive management approach that 

also has proper regard to the public right to be on land. 

 

In conclusion  
10.  In what has been said so far, we are taking a stance that Coul Links is not 

the place for this golf development, no matter how well it might fit with the 

applicant’s style of operation elsewhere. Given the high quality setting of the 

Coul-Fleet basin, as highlighted above, we judge that that development on 

this scale does not pass the basic planning tests, both national and local, for 

development in settings of quality and designated natural environment. At the 

national level, the policy background for protection of special natural 

resources is set out in NPF3 at paras 4.4-4.5, and backed by SPP at paras 

207-212 for both international and national designations; likewise for the local 

planning policies in the Caithness and Sutherland Local Plan. The enjoyment 

of open-air recreation depends generally on sustaining the quality of care for 

the natural environment: but its policy status has roots in the big general 

statements on the quality of living in Scotland (say at paras 4.15, and 4.27-

28), also on its legal footing, and support thereto. 

 

 

John W Mackay  
for Ramblers Scotland and ScotWays 

12 February 2019 
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