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A SUMMARY OF PLACE, MASTER, ECONOMIC, COMMUNITY & ECONOMIC PLANS 2009-2018 
 
CONTEXT 
Following discussion over the Summer and into the Autumn DACC reached the decision to 
pursue a new Dornoch Place Plan. Further meetings have been held with DACIC, HIE and 
The Highland Council to understand what this would entail, the best strategies for 
community consultation and how to seek support from these stakeholders.  Exploration 
work was also undertaken with consultants including an understanding of scope, 
methodologies, possible timeline, and costs.  
 
The Highland Council has confirmed their support of Place Plans and their intent to include 
these, and the process involved, in the next Highland Wide Development Plan which is 
scheduled for 2022. 
 
The Dornoch Focus Group, led by HIE, agreed that a Dornoch Place Plan would usefully sit 
alongside the economic work being undertaken by DACIC for the Business Improvement 
District and would also support the planned 2023 HIE Dornoch Economic Masterplan. This 
would include some financial and resource support for community engagement.  
 
Three pieces of work have been prioritised over the Winter. 

1. A thorough understanding and summary of key planning and community documents 
produced. Including identified priorities and projects, current state, and ownership 
of delivery. (This paper)  

2. Using the above a plan for wider stakeholder and community engagement to be 
agreed at DACC and HIE Focus Group, including the ward manager who has also 
been party to the NW2045 initiative. Some suggestions are included at the end of 
the paper to get DACC feedback.  (January/ February) 

3. Further understanding of the Place Planning legislation, the approach likely to be 
taken to the HWDP 2022 and other place planning initiatives underway including 
NW2045, including ongoing engagement with THC who are supporting other 
communities in their efforts. (ongoing) 
 

It should be noted that the Nationwide Planning Framework (4) due originally in 2020, and 
then in Autumn 2021, continues to be delayed. Further detail on this is provided as an 
appendix at the end of this paper. 
 
SUMMARY 
The remainder of this report focus upon Action 1. What follows is a list of all the major 
planning, master plan and community plans that have been produced for and / or cover 
Dornoch and the area covered by DACC. These are presented in date order with a HIGH-
LEVEL summary of key themes and projects.  
 
The report attempts to then summarise projects that have been completed, are underway, 
their ‘owners’ and those without any clear delivery plan. This is for information and 



discussion with questions posed as the final part of this paper. Apologies are offered here 
for glaring omissions or errors 
 
2009 HIGHLAND WIDE DEVELOPMENT PLAN  
Aligned with the National Planning Framework (2) and created by The Highland Council the 
HWDP included. 

• Continued promotion of attractive & thriving town centres with Dornoch as the 
‘main centre’ for SE Sutherland 

• Ongoing promoting of high-quality tourism including natural heritage & outdoor 
sports 

• Marketing of the ‘green firth’ around Dornoch 
• Continued development of UHI/NHC & the Dornoch campus 

 
2010 SUTHERLAND PLAN 
This plan, created by The Highland Council, largely focused on the need for new housing 
provision following population growth and the development of Dornoch as both a service 
and tourism centre in Sutherland.  

• Circa 450 new houses and relevant areas identified with specific mention of 
improved wastewater facilities 

• Recreation Management Plan required including the need for leisure facilities / 
centre 

• Ongoing development of Business Park required 
 
2012 HIGHLAND WIDE DEVELOPMENT PLAN  
Aligned with the National Planning Framework (3) the HWDP, created as before by The 
Highland Council, continued to support the above objectives but also included more focus 
upon the following. Other than housing provision there was less specific mention for 
Dornoch but confirmation that the 2010 plan (above) was considered part of the HWDP. 

• Increasing housing provision including identifying town and site development areas 
and specifying affordable housing provision (25%) and developer contributions for 
these new developments 

• Increasing the development of Low Carbon & Renewable Energy  
• Creating sustainable communities including diversified employment and improved 

digital infrastructure 
 
2013 ECONOMIC MASTER PLAN 
Led by HIE but with significant consultation from across the community this plan priorities 
the following.  

• Build Dornoch and its ‘brand’ as a high-quality tourism destination 
• Increase visitor numbers for Dornoch (and Sutherland) using Dornoch as the “hub” 
• Enable business development & private sector investment 
• Support community & education infrastructure 
• Build partnership delivery capabilities 
• Identified key sites & buildings for development / reuse 

 
 



2016 DORNOCH VISION & ACTION PLAN 
Once again led by HIE, but with limited community consultation, this was considered an 
update to the 2013 Masterplan but also created a broader proposed vision for Dornoch 
described as “To promote prosperity and well-being for the people of the Dornoch area”. 

• Consolidate iconic experiences – golf, architectural heritage, and natural 
environment 

• Build upon community assess & services 
• Continue to build a mixed economy – tourism, education, retail, whisky, services & 

the knowledge economy 
• Sustain a cluster of “special’ businesses that support the quality Dornoch brand – 

this included a description of the proposed Coul Links golf development  
• Support the development of making Dornoch a “superb place to live”  

 
 
2018 CAITHNESS & SUTHERLAND LOCAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN  
Created by The Highland Council the CaSPlan detailed the following objectives for Dornoch. 

• Continued support for Dornoch as a service, tourism, and education centre 
• Increased support for developing “town centre” facilities 
• Support for leisure facility / centre at the Academy and / or The Meadows 
• Increased focus on Natural Assets including the protection of designated sites and 

development of the Core Path 
• Development of the Square, Old Abattoir site, UHI assets and “tourism assets”. 
• Further detail provided for housing developments and the provision of services 
• A delivery plan was created in 2021 and its contents are detailed below 

 
2018 DORNOCH COMMUNITY PLAN 
The Sutherland Community Partnership (SCP) commissioned the Community Engagement 
Team at Kyle of Sutherland Development Trust to carry out community engagement and 
develop locality and community plans across Sutherland. There was significant community 
engagement across social media, local press, online surveys, and in person workshops 
including at the Academy. The key findings and recommendations were as follows. 

• Key areas of concern to residents were. 
o Public transport links, improved parking, and road safety 
o Access to affordable housing 
o The local economy and higher quality less seasonal jobs 
o Leisure facilities in Dornoch & Embo 
o Digital Communications & Infrastructure 
o Growing concern about mental health services 

• Suggested solutions included. 
o Public transport consultation & communication 
o Local community “buses” 
o Digital services at the “Hub” 
o Closer business links with academy & school course development  
o More preschool and after school childcare 
o Increased taxation of, limiting or licensing of holiday & 2nd homes 
o Keep developing community spirit and projects but better communication 

needed. 



2020 TOWN CENTRE STRATEGY & ACTION PLAN 
Two documents created by The Highland Council and intended to support the above 
CaSPlan detailed the following priorities for Dornoch. 

• Development of the Main Square as a destination (and to reduce parking) 
• Development of the Dornoch Hub in the old Police Station 
• Development of improved and / or relocated coach, motorhome and overnight 

parking facilities including Dornoch South 
• Preservation of retail sites and shop fronts within the town 
• Renovation of Shore Street Public Toilets 
• Support of John O Groat’s Trail including better signage 

 
2021 CAITHNESS & SUTHERLAND DEVELOPMENT DELIVERY PLAN 

• 310 houses now allocated  
• Captured the development by DACIC of the Hub on the site of the old Police Station 
• Update of Conservation Area Plan up to 2027 
• Notes ongoing plans for leisure facilities to now include Dornoch South site 

 
 
KEY THEMES  
This section of this report takes the themes from the chronological summary and details 
progress, current state, and delivery owner. Each section also briefly covers the role of 
DACC and any open questions that we may want to tackle both in the normal course of 
business or as standalone projects.  
 
Tourism & Business 
There can be no doubt that over the past 12 years Dornoch has continued to establish itself 
as a key centre for tourism services in East Sutherland.  
 
DACIC. RDGC and the larger hotels and accommodation providers have successfully created 
the “quality cluster” referenced across the reports. The revitalized Dornoch Caravan Park 
plus the well managed Pitgrudy Park and of course the destination that is “Grannies 
“continue to bring visitors and especially families to the area.  
 
There are several new retailers in the town, complementing long-standing fixtures such as 
the Bookshop, the Jail, Mitchell’s and Kincraig and clearly making Dornoch a day trip 
shopping destination. In the last two years the food & beverage sector has faced more 
challenges than most, but Dornoch continues to retain a good selection of cafes, bars & 
restaurants.  
 
The Hub, developed by DACIC, at the Old Police Station, is now open and full of tenants. 
DACIC, acting as the local business group and the HIE Focus Group will continue to develop 
tourism and tourism led busines strategies. The new BID proposal will reach all businesses 
(with premises) based in the area.  
 
There continues to be new investment and new businesses in Dornoch. The growth of the 
Distillery continues, and the North Coast Hotel Group should be a good addition. They are 



also leading an initiative across the Highlands to create a ‘hospitality charter’ to promote 
the development, care & well-being of employees in the sector.  
 
A new bakery is planned for 2022 and further retail opportunities exist. The local building & 
contracting trade continues to thrive.   
 
While there has been some evidence of digital or knowledge economy businesses this is still 
at an early stage. The creation of new office space, the surge of home working and greatly 
improved digital infrastructure may see this continue to develop. HIE continue to support a 
diverse economy and we would expect to see this in their plans and strategies.  
 

• DACC continues to support town centre preservation for retail and hospitality. 
• DACC continues to work closely with DACIC and HIE on business development 

projects including economic diversity and the BID proposal? 
• The issue of the Business Park as an underutilized (and unloved) asset has recently 

been raised and should be addressed in any plan.  
 

 
Housing 
The areas for development and the new housing plans for Dornoch have moved ahead at 
pace. The provision of “affordable housing” continues and is well supported by THC.  
 
Despite over 300 new homes being created, with more (150) to come, demand is still high, 
and the community still feels home ownership is increasingly unattainable. The Covid 
bubble shows no signs of abating and there continues to be a healthy market for second 
homes and rental properties. New licensing schemes for these properties are likely to 
emerge soon.  
 

• DACC continues to engage with developments & developers to ensure robust 
community engagement and communication.  

• DACC is supporting DADCA in its plans for low-cost housing provision.  
• Developer contributions (Pot 170) are now significant and DACC continues to 

pursue clarity of how these are accounted for, accessed, and spent.  
• DACC will need to understand any future nationwide or local licensing schemes for 

second homes or short-term rentals and potentially, working with THC, agree 
strategies in this area.  

• DACC needs to understand the community support for further housing 
development, including social housing & location. 
 

 
Natural Assets 
DACIC has promoted, via Visit Dornoch and the “DO it all from Dornoch” campaigns, cycling, 
walking and outdoor pursuits and there are several businesses now also supporting this 
sector including paddle boarding and kayaking.  
 



The John O Groat’s Trail has invested in new signs for Dornoch and Embo, especially the 
Coul Links, SSSI/SPA section and is linked to the Core Path strategy. This has been supported 
by DACC. 
 
Given the increasing focus on our natural world, the environment & climate change this 
whole topic will not only generate ongoing debate, but we will continue to see 
developments in planning (see appendix) business impact and community engagement.  
 

• A coherent approach and plan for all our green spaces and woodlands is needed, 
including thinking more strategically about linking walking and cycling trails from 
Skelbo to Embo to Dornoch to Camore and beyond?  

• The Dornoch Trust is considering the purchase the Earls Cross Woods to turn these 
into a community asset. 

• DACC is considering further tree planting and understanding the opportunity that 
may be the Queen’s Canopy.  

• Who owns the promotion of the ‘Green Firth’ (referenced in both HWDP) and what 
area does this cover? 

• Are there other partners DACC could work with e.g., NatureScot, SusTrans or other 
charities that may support these plans? 

• Is DACC and the Dornoch Trust best placed to develop these plans? 
• We continue to receive developer contributions from wind farms (other sources 

more emerge including NIGG) are we clear where this money sits, how it is 
accessed, by whom and how decisions are made to invest? Is it always a fund to 
which community groups may apply? 

 
Sport & Recreation 
Clearly golf remains a key focus in the town but there is also a growing number of water 
sports, running, Pilates, yoga, cycling, and walking groups plus, of course, thriving football 
teams and the bowling club.  
 
Although the new Gym is now open and well used, the long-awaited leisure centre remains 
an unsolved question.  
 

• DADCA has been actively working on proposals to raise funds for a leisure centre. 
• DACIC has been actively pursuing plans for a multi sports centre (including ice rink) 
• Various locations have been referenced and investigated in previous plans - the 

School, The Meadows or Dornoch South 
• Pot 170 may help to cover the costs but as above we need clarity on who agrees 

this funding. Other funds will be needed, and a delivery team will be required.  
• Is a wider Recreation Management Plan needed and are there other assets we 

need to regenerate or support squash court, tennis court?  
 
Education & Health 
As detailed in several plans the development of UHI continues with significant investment in 
buildings, courses and accommodation all designed to grow the Dornoch campus. Clearly 
there are close links with RDGC and planned closer links with hospitality and other 



businesses. The Academy continues to have good, although not full rolls, and is certainly 
faring better than those in more remote areas (School rolls in the NW are running at 29%). 
 
Preschool and after school care and services remains an unmet need and places enormous 
pressure on extended families and volunteer groups.  
 
The Medical Centre continues to provide good service but has flagged, not only the pressure 
of Covid, but also that created by a growing population. The pharmacy continues to invest in 
new services.  
 

• Do we need to more actively support UHI, NHC or the Academy or are there 
other groups doing this work? 

• How do we raise awareness of the pressure upon and support our medical 
services and with whom – THC, NHS Trust?  

• How will the community address more complex needs, including increased 
childcare provision and mental health services? 

• Do we need more insight from other groups including the School, Dornoch Firth 
Action group, local faith groups & centres, Sutherland Community Partnership 
and Sutherland Wellbeing? 

 
The Town Centre, Buildings & Architecture  
The vibrant town centre, the conservation area and architectural heritage are referenced in 
every document.  The Conservation Area Plan is in place until 2027 and well understood and 
continuously supported by DACC, and the community. DACC continues to lead numerous 
improvement and maintenance projects across the town. DADCA and other groups support 
flowers, planting and of course the Christmas lights. Indeed, other towns and communities 
have commented on the well-kept appearance of the town.  History Links continues to 
ensure our heritage is preserved, well understood and alive in our community.  
 
There remain however several empty or underused buildings across the town and areas 
including the abattoir site but also other development plots. 
 
Numerous attempts have been made to coherently tackle the traffic and parking issues 
exacerbated in recent years by the success of Dornoch as growing town and tourism 
destination. Dornoch South may alleviate some pressure and the ongoing work to create 
clear spaces for campervans, motorhomes, and overnight parking at the beach (and caravan 
parks) may help in the short term. It is hoped that 20 MPH restrictions will come into force 
in 2022.  
 
The Square continues to be an undervalued resource for the Town and again is referenced 
in almost every report (and even as far back as the 1970s) as an opportunity to create a 
public space, link the historic town centre and preserve our significant buildings (by 
reducing traffic and pollution).  
 
The rather shabby public toilets do not help. 
 



• DACC continues to drive the Beach parking plan and supports DACIC in the 
development of Dornoch South. 

• Should we also ask (again) for THC to engage in an area wide long-term plan for 
traffic management & parking which would include significant community 
consultation? This could form part of a Place Plan but without the engagement of 
roads, parking, and traffic departments at THC this will be wasted effort (as we 
saw with the VMP).  

• DACC continues to seek solutions for Shore Street Toilets 
• Is there more we could do to support or significant buildings & architectural 

heritage? 
 
CONCLUSION 
The normal and expected work of the Community Council includes ensuring we listen to the 
community and engage with key stakeholders on Common Good Land & Fund, housing and 
planning, traffic management and parking plus other community services provided by THC 
and public bodies, including waste management, education, and medical services. DACC is 
well organised to address these and has several projects in place.  
 
DACIC, DADCA and other local groups continue to create plans that support businesses, 
tourism or community strength and health and DACC continues to work with all these 
groups.  
 
Across all the plans outlined there appears to be five key projects that have had long 
received support but may need community consultation to understand the level of support 
today and generate a greater impetus to see them delivered. The purpose is to use these 
ideas to stimulate community interest rather than start with a “blank piece of paper”.  
 
Two of these are within the current work of DACC but would benefit from being part of a 
current and comprehensive consultation to provide input to and generate support from The 
Highland Council  
 

• Medium to long term parking & traffic management solutions to cope with growth 
and support our tourism and hospitality sector.  

• Medium to long term affordable and social housing strategies to support a diverse 
economy and community. 

 
The remaining three, each of which would require significant resources including funding, 
would, with community support, warrant inclusion in both the HIE masterplan and the 
Highland Wide Development Plan 2022. 
 

• The development of a Recreation Management Plan including a much-needed new 
leisure and sports facility to support health and wellbeing 

• The development of connected green spaces, woodlands, trees, and trails to 
support net zero carbon, 20-minute neighborhoods & sustainability goals 

• The redevelopment of Dornoch Square as an attractive vibrant addition to the 
town. 

 



The Place Plan and therefore the proposed community engagement and consultation would 
not only seek input on these five projects but also help (those interested) understand how 
planning and development plans work, their role in future proposals and identify new issues 
or ideas.  
 
The methodology is still a work in progress but is likely to include physical workshops, online 
surveys, social media comment and the creation of local ‘researchers” who would be 
identified and trained from within the community to work across a number of stakeholder 
groups including business groups, social clubs and organisations, faith groups, the PTA, the 
Academy, UHI groups or other organisations identified.  
 
 
Questions 

• Having read the history, summary analysis and conclusion does DACC support the 
five key projects identified as clear priorities? 

• Does DACC support the next step of creating a methodology and a plan for 
consultation to be discussed at the next meeting? 

• Are there other questions, raised in the paper, that DACC would like to see 
addressed – Education and Health? Public Buildings?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
APPENDIX 1. 
NATIONWIDE PLANNING FRAMEWORK (4) 
 
“National Planning Framework 4 will set out a new plan for Scotland in 2050. The strategy 
will have to make some big decisions about our future development. Our ambitious targets 
for addressing climate change demand a fresh approach and significant investment in 
infrastructure, as well as a new understanding of how zero carbon living might work. We 
need to anticipate and plan for our changing population to focus more on improved health 
and wellbeing and a better natural environment for everyone in Scotland”.  
 
The most current information can be found at 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-fourth-national-planning-framework-position-
statement/pages/1/ but below are the agreed principles.  
 
Key Principles 

• Building 20-minute neighbourhoods. We can plan our homes together with everyday 
local infrastructure including schools, community centres, local shops and healthcare 
to significantly reduce the need to travel. This is not just about new buildings – we 
want to guide change in a way that also helps to transform our existing places. 

• Introducing a stronger preference for reusing existing buildings before new 
development proceeds. 

• Shifting future development away from greenfield land including by actively enabling 
the redevelopment of vacant and derelict land. 

• Strengthening our support for development in town centres and restricting out-of-
town retail and leisure to help us transition away from car-dependent developments 
towards those that enable walking, cycling, wheeling and public transport 
accessibility. 

• Stimulating new models of low carbon living in our rural areas as well as our towns 
and cities, by facilitating further investment in digital infrastructure, building in more 
space for people to work remotely and creating community hubs. 

• Expecting low and zero carbon design and energy efficiency, for example by actively 
encouraging much wider use of sustainable and recycled materials in new 
developments. 

• Significantly strengthening our policies to secure low carbon heating solutions. 
• Supporting renewable energy developments, including the re-powering and 

extension of existing wind farms, new and replacement grid infrastructure, carbon 
capture and storage and hydrogen networks. 

• Harnessing the potential for rural development to act as a lever to facilitate 
woodland creation and expansion. 

• Expanding green infrastructure, biodiversity, and natural spaces to make our places 
greener, healthier, and more resilient to the impacts of climate change. 

• Restricting peat extraction and development on peatland and facilitating restoration 
through permitted development rights. 

• Removing the need for planning permission for active travel and electric vehicle 
charging points to ensure that we can roll-out new infrastructure widely and quickly. 


