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To:  Ron Mackenzie, Head of Support Services, Education Culture & Sport 
 

6/11/13 
 
Dear Ron, 

Review of education and community provision in Invergordon and Alness  

Thank you for coming to our club recently and outlining the option for new school provision 

at Invergordon that would impact our club.  

We found it to be a worthwhile exercise and we welcome the opportunity to provide you with 

comments. I would like to make it clear that we are not involving ourselves in the Alness vs 

Invergordon as preferred location debate, and nor are we in a position to represent any 

views held by our football club neighbours.  

Having reviewed your “Current Thinking” document on the Highland Council website, it 

appears that there are two school configurations that would impact on our activities i.e. 

Configuration 1 (pp12-13) and Configuration 4 (pp46-47). Our comments only relate to the 

proposal that was presented to us i.e. Configuration 4, and how it may impact the current, 

and future activities of our club. However our comments may be taken as equally applicable 

to Configuration 1. 

 

One thing that was noted by our members in attendance was that the panel of elected 

members and council officers did not seem to fully appreciate what we actually do at the 

club, so I thought it would be worthwhile to start by providing you with some background 

information to help improve your understanding of our club’s role in the community. 

Who we are 

Ross Sutherland Rugby Football Club was founded in 1922/3. While we are based in 

Invergordon we are not an Invergordon club. We are, as our name suggests, the county 

rugby club for both Ross-shire and Sutherland. 

We have the largest catchment of any club in the UK. The Highland Council is oft quoted as 

saying it administers an area the size of Belgium, so to use a similar analogy to put our 

geography into context, if our catchment area were to be considered a country in its own 

right it would be the 163rd largest country in the world, slightly smaller than Montenegro. 

Our membership stretches throughout the two counties, and beyond. We have players 

coming to training and matches from as far as Navidale in the north; Ullapool in the west; 

Plockton in the south-west; and Inverness and Nairn to the south. 

What we do  
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Our core activity is to provide rugby opportunities for people of all ages and abilities in a safe 

and welcoming environment. 

We operate successful age group teams at P1-3, P4-5, P6-7, S1-2, U15, U16 and U18 level, 

as well as running a 1stXV.   

Our U16, U18, and 1st XV teams compete in the SRU Caledonia Leagues. The U16s have 

delivered 3 trophies in the last 2 seasons, our 7s team has won the Shetland Midsummer 7s 

Shield two years running, and our 1st XV won the Brin Cup last season; a level of success 

greater than many bigger clubs in the north of Scotland. 

Our playing membership currently stands at 277 across all senior and junior age groups; 

including girls in our primary teams. 

We also act as a central hub for other rugby activities. Twice so far this season we have 

provided a venue for teams from Caithness, Orkney, and Stornoway to help them overcome 

the barriers to rugby participation resulting from geography. Scottish Rugby have booked our 

facilities for 10 Girls Regional Training Days through the course of the season, and we are a 

regular venue for coaching and youth development courses, and Regional Pathways 

training. 

Each Saturday our club is a hive of activity with both pitches (and more) in use for training; 

and most weekends one or both pitches is in use Saturday and Sunday to accommodate 

matches. We also train on a Tuesday (S1 to Seniors) and Thursday (seniors). We frequently 

hold floodlit matches for senior and junior games. 

Many parents stay for the duration of junior training and make full use of our facilities; adding 

to warm and friendly atmosphere that our club is renowned for. 

 

Moving on to the proposed option, I would respond as follows: 

Proposed pitch provision 

The proposed (long term) provision of retaining the top rugby and football pitches, plus 2 x 

new 3G rugby/football pitches and 2 x new 3G multi does not seem to be substantially 

different from the existing provision other than the move from grass to 3G could support 

more use through winter months, and support a wider range of activities. There was mention 

at the meeting of pitch provision at South Lodge Primary School however I do not see 

mention of this in your notes. 

Please note that any 3G pitch intended for rugby use must comply with the IRB regulation 

22, and the IRB Artificial Rugby Turf Performance Specification. These are adequately 

covered in the sportscotland guidance “3G synthetic turf pitch – datasheet 101”. 

If the school roll was to increase to 1350 pupils (combined) as you anticipate then it would 

seem that there is proportionately less sports space available in Invergordon under this 

proposal. 
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You have not stated what provision there would be for floodlights to make maximum use of 

these new facilities. At present there is limited floodlight provision for the bottom rugby pitch 

which enables evening use during the darker months and we would expect that any new 

pitch provision should have full floodlight cover. 

The provision of enhanced changing facilities is a welcome addition for the community. 

However at this stage there remains uncertainty as to what level of access our rugby club 

would have to any of the proposed new facilities, how the facilities would be managed, and 

what charges may be levied for their use. We are therefore unable to quantify any benefit 

that these proposals would bring to our club and our members. 

Alternative pitch provision during the construction phase 

As we understand it, the bottom pitches and sports field would be unavailable from the start 

on site date, and the new pitch provision would not be delivered until after the existing 

Academy (and perhaps South Lodge PS) were demolished. Potentially there would be a 

period of 3 years where pitch/sports provision would be reduced to the three top pitches. 

You stated that you would wish to work with ourselves and the Football Club to secure the 

top pitches for Academy use throughout the construction period. 

Having analysed our current pitch usage we do not believe that a single rugby pitch can 

support our current activities, nor indeed the future increased activity that will arise from 

development and growth of our club. Additional use for what presumably will be mixed sports 

use by the Academy will exacerbate the impact on the integrity of the playing surface. We 

would fully expect to find ourselves in a position where we would regularly exceed the 

recommended maximum of 3 games per week. 

In terms of alternative pitch facilities we have a number of concerns. 

You have stated that consideration will be given to developing alternative pitch facilities at 

the former smelter site which was used to host this year’s Invergordon Highland gathering 

and/or on land adjacent to the existing playing field, which presumably refers to the 

brownfield site on the opposite side of Castle Road. However this provision is not 

guaranteed. If this proposal does go ahead then we, and the wider community, would 

welcome a firm commitment to develop these additional pitches and would suggest that they 

would need to be laid and fully established well in advance of any sports activity taking place 

to ensure they are fit for purpose. 

It has been suggested that we would have the opportunity to share other existing pitches in 

the Easter Ross area. We would welcome further clarification on which pitches would be 

available; when during the evening and weekends they would be available; whether we 

would have guaranteed availability aligned to our training and playing needs; the parking, 

changing, and social facilities that exist at these pitches; what access we would have to such 

facilities; and what, if any, cost there may be to our club in utilising these existing pitches and 

facilities throughout the period of disruption. We feel this clarity is needed to help us 

formulate more detailed views on the new school proposal. 
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Notwithstanding these comments, our biggest concern that arises from this is regarding the 

separation of players from the club. 

If, as seems likely should Invergordon be the preferred school location, we are unable to 

accommodate all our players at our club for training and matches then there is a significant 

risk to the identity of our club. 

We know from the experience of other rugby clubs throughout the UK that in similar 

circumstances players and their families can become disenfranchised if they lose the 

physical association with the club that arises from the training and playing regime, and the 

social interaction with other players, parents, and coaches. Many such affected players can 

become lost to rugby forever. 

Parents and children could suffer particularly through a temporary re-location. Geography is 

already a significant barrier to rugby participation in Ross-shire and Sutherland, and the 

timing and availability of public transport is not always conducive to attending training and 

matches. Any change to travel arrangements could impact on the costs of rugby participation 

in what is already recognised as an impoverished area, and may actually prevent 

participation altogether. 

We have a strong family bond within our club that we have built up over many years, and 

separating players from the club represents a significant risk to player engagement and 

retention; could lead to a significant loss of membership; and could erode the very nature of 

our club. Rugby and sports provision throughout Ross-shire and Sutherland could suffer 

significantly. Additionally, we would suffer significant revenue loss through under-use of our 

clubhouse and a significant drop in footfall.  

It could take significantly longer than 3 years to recover from the effects suffered throughout 

the construction and redevelopment phase. The loss in revenue, combined with an 

anticipated drop in player retention, will seriously affect the sustainability of our club and 

undermine everything that we are trying to achieve through engaging with our community 

and growing the game.  

New school campus 

We are in no doubt that a new school and sports campus, as described at the meeting, 

would be a welcome addition and benefit to the community. However the grandeur of this 

community facility remains conjecture until such times as the options are developed in more 

detail. Further, our place and role within this hub remains unclear given the uncertainties that 

still exist regarding the proposal 

I trust that you find these comments useful, and that they can usefully contribute to the 

ongoing debate and decision making around new school provision for Alness and 

Invergordon.  

All at our club are committed to keeping this process going and we look forward to continued 

participation. We would be grateful to receive any additional information pertinent to these 

proposals as and when it becomes available, and we would welcome you back to our club at 

any time for further discussions. 
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We note that there is to be a public meeting at Invergordon Academy on 20th November, and 

it would be our intention to send representatives from the club. 

 

 
 
With kind regards, 
 
 
 
 
 
Alan McLean 
Club President 
Ross Sutherland RFC 


