
The planning application for a Championship Links Golf Course on Coul Links, after having 

been passed with a 16-1 majority by Highland Council’s North Planning Applications 

Committee, was formally rejected by Scottish Ministers on 21st February. With Finance 

Minister Derek Mackay having resigned in disgrace weeks before, and pressure on to vote 

through the Scottish Budget, there can be little doubt that Scottish Ministers buckled under 

pressure from the small list-elected group of Green MSPs.  There actually was no Scottish 

Budget and still no sign of one. 

By comparison, the application for the A’Mhoine Rocket Range, passed by Highland Council 

on 26th June, was rolled through by Scottish Ministers on 4th August with nary a bleat, despite 

massive environmental opposition. Same concept, different circumstances as the Green tail 

was not in a position to wag the SNP dog, and the potential for economic catastrophe arising 

from the pandemic had obviously sharpened ministerial minds. 

Shortly after the Coul Links refusal I emailed most of the participants of the opposing 

conservation coalition to congratulate them on their success and to invite them to participate 

in what I called the Coul Links Action Plan (CLAP). Apart from early acknowledgement, in 

the 6 months since there has been no further contact and obviously no interest. They came, 

they saw, they conquered, they went away again, back south to their city bases. 

Except they wish to award themselves campaign medals. The massively wealthy RSPB, the 

uniquely charitable Scottish Wildlife Trust, the minor Buglife-Plantlife-Ramblers groups, and 

the National Trust for Scotland (financially embarrassed and issuing redundancy notices 

despite a £3.8 million bung of public money from the Scottish Government) have accepted 

nomination for a national community award from the Scottish Council for Voluntary 

Organisations (SCVO). Such arrogant triumphalism, rejoicing in denying the indigenous 

inhabitants of a small Highland village, which has endured like many others generations of 

poverty, neglect and emigration, a vision of some modest prosperity. And SCVO take little 

credit for entertaining this nomination. 

For the coming months, almost from equinox to equinox, our kids will go to school in half-

light and come back home in darkness, such is life at 58 North. We have no adequate sporting 

facilities now or in prospect, with Highland Council having cancelled the much-needed 

Dornoch Sports Centre at point of contract signature over two years ago.  I recently revived 

the Embo Junior Football & Athletic Club (EJFAC), dormant for many years, with a view to 

raising funds for table-tennis equipment for the village hall, and, more ambitiously 

considering if we could acquire industrial portable lighting columns to floodlight the football 

pitch, anything to provide an alternative to Xbox and I-Pad for the bairns. It has provided an 

initial vehicle to open up the discussion on Coul Links, but a more robust and more formally 

structured entity is required to pursue subsequent stages beyond the early Screening Request. 

It is also fundamentally important that, for any substantive progress to be made, there is clear 

evidence of substantial community support coming from the Sutherland towns and villages. 

The end of furlough and the depths of the coming winter will bring an economic darkness not 

experienced since the 1930’s and the first January dawn will only bring the cold grey light of 

Brexit to congeal the damage wrought by the virus. Those who are secure in career and 

salary, private wealth and property, even pension or benefits, must think of the many who 

will struggle to put food on the table, credit in the meter, or even a roof over their heads, as 

unemployment soars. 



I have had no personal contact with the original American investors since the Spring and 

have no idea if they are still interested in funding any part of any Coul Links development. I 

greatly fear that they have endured more than enough undeserved abuse and vilification over 

the last 5 years to last out their lifetimes without incurring more. At the same time, such is the 

way of our free-market and neo-liberal world economies, that over the course of the 

pandemic thus far the poor have got poorer (and will get poorer still) and the rich have got 

richer – there will be money sloshing around the elite looking for investment opportunity. 

I have no doubt that the on-line eco-bile endured by Messrs Warnock & Keiser will now be 

focussed on me, but that goes with the job and saying the things that need to be said and 

raising the issues that need to be raised. Much will pass me by as I have no time for Twitter 

or Facebook as I consider these to be thoroughly discredited media.  At the same time I am 

sure that deep-down those opposing any development are all lovely people and I forgive them 

any acrimony and vitriol which comes my way.  

 


