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This report grew out of the excellent 2020 paper by Anne Widdop of Arisaig and the 
Scottish Tourism Action Group (STAG) entitled Combatting Overtourism in Scotland.  
The STAG report examined many of the problems associated with overtourism that 
were being experienced in the Highlands at that time. 
This report uses the STAG report as a template and updates it in the light of events 
since 2020.   
It is intended that this paper will start a dialogue with a view to getting a realistic 
programme of improvements along with a phased approach to funding and 
implementation. 
The report is divided into two essential parts.   
The first part defines the current problems and makes a number of recommendations.  
The key problem areas are:  

• facilities for motorhomes/campervans,  

• facilities for wild camping, car parking,  

• public toilets,  

• litter and waste collection,  

• the control of the number of vehicles and visitors in already overwhelmed 

communities and environments.   

Proposed solutions fall into 5 main themes: 

• Infrastructure Development 

• Education 

• Legislation and Policing 

• Greater numbers of full time Out Door Access Rangers 

• Management and Control 

• Technology 

 
The second part of the report examines several possible tax strategies that could be 
used to fund tourism improvements.  Using available hard data as well as inferred data 
where necessary, this section compares both accommodation-based and vehicle-
based tax structures.  It is acknowledged that accommodation-based taxation alone is 
often viewed as unfair because it doesn’t include the many thousands of visitors who 
don’t stay in paid accommodation.  Further, many of the suggested improvements such 
as motorhome facilities and waste disposal points will benefit most those who won’t be 
paying the tax. The report finds that a vehicle-based tax is not only fairer but it will bring 
in a similar level of revenue. 
 
Finally, we have included, as an appendix, the 2022 Access Rangers Report to 
Highland Council.   
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Combatting Over tourism in Scotland 

As submitted to the Visitor Levee(Scotland) Bill Consultation. Local Government, housing and 

Planning Committee 

Welcome  

Scottish Tourism has been one of the economic and social success stories of the 

last 50 years. From 1969 to 2019 there has been an exponential growth in trips, 

expenditure and in the nationalities of visitors who experience our tourism 

offering. 

 

… you may recognise this statement from the opening paragraph of VisitScotland’s 

Tourism Futures paper published in 2019. 

 
Well, we can certainly agree that tourism has seen a 

phenomenal increase across all of Scotland and hats off to 

VisitScotland for achieving this success. However, though  

cities with their built infrastructure and extensive 

accommodation offerings can cope and indeed are well 

placed to benefit from increasing visitor numbers, our 

smaller and rural communities are struggling. The 

national focus has been almost entirely on marketing and 

very little reciprocal infrastructure investment has been 

targeted to ensure our smaller and rural communities can 

cope with this influx.  

 
Disappointingly, neither VisitScotland’s Tourism Futures 

paper nor their recent Trends publications have recognised this issue, far less sought to 

address it. Our rural communities are impacted in many ways which need a central 

government focus if they are to survive; e.g. AirBnB impact on affordable housing, 

population displacement, economic diversity etc. Some of these are gaining some focus, 

but there is one critical issue which is not: Environmental and social damage caused by 

rural over tourism. 

 

This paper is a plea to central and local government to ensure that the predicted and 

sought-after growth in tourism does not continue to overwhelm our smaller and rural 

communities, damaging our natural heritage and ultimately ruining rural Scotland as a 

sustainable place to live and as an attractive tourist destination. 

 

The final part explores income projections from various tourist taxation strategies which 
could help mitigate some of the problems arising from over tourism.
 
 

Did you Know?  
 

In 2018 and 2019 VisitScotland 

spent over £87M in marketing 

Scottish tourism. In the same 

period, just £6M was made 

available to improve rural 

tourism infrastructure via the 

Rural Tourism Infrastructure 

Fund. 
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Summary and Recommendations 
 

Problem Definition  

The success of VisitScotland and other agencies in delivering an ever-

increasing number of visitors to Scotland has unfortunately not been 

matched with sufficient infrastructure investment to accommodate 

them or any operational review process to monitor and improve the 

experience for visitors and residents alike . Scotland ’s rural attractions are therefore now 

woefully underserved in several key areas: 

 

Because this is having a massive environmental impact across Scotland – extensive litter and 

human waste pollution, destruction of and damage to flora and 

fauna, erosion of road verges by parked cars and vans, obstruction 

to other road users (including emergency services), fouling of 

watercourses by chemical waste, barbeques and campfires 

Destroying sensitive coastal and inland areas, disturbance to farm 

animals and generally ruining the character of our most scenic assets to the detriment of 

residents and visitors alike. It is essential that a full Strategic Environmental Impact Assessment 

is carried out immediately in line with the Environmental Impact Assessment Scotland Act 2005 

 

Proposed Solutions 

The issues being faced are not localised to just certain areas but affect rural communities across 

Scotland. It is therefore imperative that a national programme is instigated to solve these 

problems across the board. It has already been shown that single-issue, localised solutions just 

displace the problem from one area to the next. As such, this paper presents recommendations to 

address the key issues currently being faced nationally. Those recommendations can be grouped 

and summarised as follows: 

 
1. Infrastructure Development 

a )    A multi-year, national tourism infrastructure delivery programme to the tune of tens of 

millions of pounds per annum delivering a cohesive national network of facilities such as 

camping aires, toilets and waste disposal facilities.  Infrastructure, enforcement and 

education could be funded by a Vehicle-based visitor Charge.  Additional funding must be 

sought from businesses benefitting from the over promotion of tourism. 

 

b) Ongoing commitment to the Rural Tourism Infrastructure Fund to enable continued 

development and maintenance of the installed infrastructure  
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2. Education 

A targeted public education and social marketing campaign to combat the current ignorance of the 

responsibilities defined in the Outdoor Access Code, and the misinformation perpetrated by motor home 

and camper van rental companies and attendant “influencers” And including Nature Scotland who 

advocates camping in car parks as acceptable 

 
3. Legislation and Policing 

 

The Land Reform Act (2003), needs a review on its effect since implementation and whether some of 
the existing powers within it can be used to address the issues born out of increased visitor numbers.  

 
In particular: 

 
a) A review of the Outdoor Access Code in relation to roadside camping.  

b) Use of the existing powers granted to Local Authorities and SNH within the Land Reform Act 

to enact local bylaws to protect the worst affected areas. This should not be to restrict 

access, but purely to prohibit damaging activities such as camping and lighting fires in 

environmentally sensitive areas (as already implemented for heritage sites) 

             and to protect local communities from the negative impacts of over tourism. 

c) A review of the policing policy in light of any changes from a) and b) above, and also in regard 

to traffic offences caused by inappropriate parking. 

d) A ban on non-local overnight parking particularly by vehicles adapted for sleeping in. 

 
4. Management and Control 

Sufficient infrastructure to cope with the numbers of visitors now inundating the most popular 

locations, is not realistically viable without covering them in concrete and tarmac. Therefore, 

additional measures are proposed to help manage access: 

a) Motorhome and Campervan certification 

b) Wild Camping licensing scheme  

c) Campfire control measures 

e) Additional Full Time Access Rangers with appropriate powers of enforcement 

 
5. Technology 

Social media is used to great effect to share information of the best 

places to visit and camp for free. There needs to be a proactive approach 

to using similar technology to try to spread the load across the main 

attraction areas and give 

visitors real time information as to where is already crowded and where is quiet so they can plan 

their visits accordingly. 

The intention of this paper is to start a national dialogue with a view to presenting a set of coherent 

and well thought out proposals that the Scottish Government can take action on. This will be in the 

form of a White Paper to be presented to the current Minister for Energy and the Environment,  
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and will be supported by a national petition. The target for submission is before the end of 2023 to 

get it recognised as an issue before the next Scottish Parliamentary Elections.  



         Tourism: But not at any price 
 

 4 

Detail  of problems 
 
Introduction  
We welcome visitors and recognise the importance of tourism to rural economies. VisitScotland and 
other agencies (like NC500) have done a great job persuading people to visit, but the Scottish 
Government has failed to provide sufficient funding for the infrastructure required to 
accommodate the increase in visitor numbers. The Rural Tourism Infrastructure Fund was started 
in 2018 and has allocated around £18 million in grants.  The Scottish Government has also 
provided funds elsewhere; for example the Better Places fund was created to help implement 
Scotland’s Visitor Management Strategy and has paid for initiatives such as Rangers. 
 

Equally, while Scotland has enacted laws to provide enviable levels of access to our countryside, 

the reciprocal Access Code The SOAC did not anticipate the explosion of casual vehicle-based 

tourism that we are now experiencing 

 

This lack of infrastructure investment and operational review process means our insufficient 

resources are now failing to cope in many areas, resulting in a detrimental effect on the 

environment, the quality of life of residents and visitors are having a diminished experience.  

 

Over the last few years Scotland has seen a steady increase in the numbers of tourists visiting both 

urban and rural areas. Whilst the Covid pandemic may have restricted numbers in early 2020,   

visitor numbers have risen in some areas by a factor five between 2022 and 2023. Visitors are 

generally made very welcome and undoubtedly make a contribution to the economy ; however, the 

very success of VisitScotland ’s campaigns is causing the problem.     

 

The fact that the number of people taking “staycations”  has increased dramatically in 2020 because 

of the pandemic must not be taken as an excuse for inaction in the hope that things won’t be so 

bad next year. The trend towards “Transformational Tourism”  as identified by VisitScotland, will 

mean visitor numbers to rural areas will continue to grow. VisitScotland themselves identify 

“Destination Management”  as cornerstone of making Transformational Tourism a success – that 

needs to start NOW for our rural destinations, by taking action to address the issues discussed here. 
 
Key Problem Areas 

The issues currently experienced can be broken down as follows. 

 
Facilities for Motorhomes/Campervans – some motorhome users prefer official sites with 

their extra facilities, whereas others prefer to camp “OFF GRID”, many viewing the overnight 

charges levied in the official sites as too high when they are basically self-sufficient and just need a 

parking space without the additional facilities. In Scotland we have no infrastructure to cope with 

the latter group who therefore park overnight anywhere they can find a space.  

Popular spots – very effectively advertised via active social media groups – are inundated, often 

resulting in dangerous or even illegal parking obstructing roads and access including Graveyard car 

parking and camping. A further issue is portable toilets: having no infrastructure for informal 

motorhome parking, means that chemical toilet disposal points are few and far between other 
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than in official sites. Often, difficulties with collections by Scottish Water make commercial site 

operators reluctant to allow use of their disposal facilities for non-residents. There is therefore an 

increasing problem of chemical toilet cassettes being emptied into normal public toilets, at the 

road side and even into water courses  

 
Facilities for Wild Camping – many visitors want to enjoy a night under canvas and like the 

motorhome users, some prefer official sites but others want the 

freedom to camp ‘wild’. Our hard-fought-for Right to Roam 

legislation enacted in the Land Reform Act (2003) ensures 

Scotland ’s wealth of wide -open spaces is free for all to access and 

is internationally envied. It includes  the right to 

camp wild overnight as long as certain rules are followed as 

defined in the Outdoor Access Code. This is fantastic in terms of 

accessing our wild spaces, but has also resulted in a massive growth in roadside camping for which 

there are no facilities and no means to control it. The Outdoor Access Code hasn’t been reviewed for 

suitability in dealing with roadside camping. Again, social media wild camping groups have sprung up 

to advertise the popular spots resulting in overcrowding and significant environmental damage. The 

legislated wild camping right was never designed for this type of camping at the volume now being 

experienced, but does legally enable it. Further, when tents end up being pitched cheek-by-jowl at 

the popular spots, even if everyone followed the current wild camping rules, the environment still 

wouldn’t ’t  cope by dint of sheer numbers – particularly in terms of toilet waste and camp fire use. 

Unfortunately, this is exacerbated by an increasing amount of irresponsible wild camping behaviour 

resulting in trees being cut down, large bonfires being built, rubbish being left behind and a 

wholesale degradation of the natural environment.  
 
Car Parking – touring visitors and wild campers (both motorhome and tent-based) compete 

for insufficient designated car parking spaces. This results in cars 

and vans parking wherever they can vaguely get off the road - 

causing damage to the verges, obstruction to other road users 

(including emergency services) and generally  

ruining the character of our most scenic areas. Local police take a 

‘softly-softly’ approach and in any case have too little resource to 

control this effectively. Temporary measures such as signage, barriers, police traffic cones etc are 

simply ignored or worse, ripped up and added to the bonfires! 

Despite new regulations a proliferation of parking and camping in Graveyard car parks and 

indeed occasionally in grave yards has caused considerable upset in local Highland communities. 
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Public Toilets – there is a widespread lack of public toilet facilities, compounded by recent  

closures of existing facilities by short-sighted local 

authorities seeking to save money. This means many 

visitors are forced to go to the toilet outdoors and 

inevitably do so without travelling far despoiling the 

environment along our popular roads, paths, at 

viewpoints etc. Add to this the number of wild campers 

also seeking to use the land as a toilet and the situation is 

untenable. People are now seen openly defecating on beaches, in fields and even in village centres. 

 
 
Litter and waste collection - Litter is particularly bad on and around beauty spots, beaches 

and car parks. Emptying of bottle banks, bins and other re- cycling does not increase sufficiently in 

the summer months to cope with additional volume. 

Many motorhomes only use a site every 3 days or so 

specifically go get rid of waste, rubbish, wash clothes or 

have a shower.  This puts extra pressure on campground 

owners who have to pay for these services 

The map of waste disposal sites from Campra indicates 

there are quite a few locations now for black and grey 

waste disposal. There has been quite a lot of work/investment over the last two years. Yet 

still the problem occurs 

 

Solutions  

A National Problem Needs National Solutions 

Whilst the catalyst for this paper was a problem in a particular area this is not an isolated issue. In 

working with local groups across the country we now have evidence that unless a broad, national 

view is taken there is serious damage being inflicted on our communities and environments already 

being overwhelmed by visitor numbers 

 

Solutions: 

1. have to hold a Highland Council licence which would be valid for one year. Such a system could be 

enforced by Access Rangers, see below. 

2. Campfires. People love a campfire, it's part of being human. However, the use of poorly 

managed fires is both dangerous and damaging to the environment. During a typical summer 

there are frequent reports of forest and moorland fires started by careless recreational fires. 

It is recommended that rather than try and ban them campfires should be managed. Such a 

system is used in the Canadian National Parks, when the fire risk allows it. Fire pits should be 

installed in appropriate places such as the rural aires with adjacent bins for ash disposal. Fires 
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would be allowed in these pits but only using fuel that the camper brought with them or 

purchased from the Ranger – i.e. it should not encourage the destruction of local woodland.  

 

Control of antisocial behaviour and breaches in the law/bylaws is the domain of the police, however 
the new infrastructure will need mechanisms to manage its use. It is therefore recommended that in 
addition, Access Rangers would incorporate responsibilities like the  warden system such as that used on Loch 
Lomond side be adopted nationally. The roles could be multifaceted with responsibilities not only 
covering parking, use of the aires and wild camping but extended to engagement with tourists, litter 
picking, path construction, maintenance and other tasks. Whilst trained to work to a national 
standard  Rangers would need the power to issue penalty notices in the same way as a traffic warden.    
Therefore becoming self-funding. The Rangers should be a full-time, professional service and not a 
summer job. 

 

5. Management of Numbers. It is not necessary to try to control the overall number of visitors 

but it may be necessary in certain local hotspots such as the camping permit scheme on Loch 

Lomond side. The provision of extra facilities and the additional control measures listed 

above should enable communities and visitors alike to enjoy our rural environment. 

However, this is an issue that has to be managed with the consultation of local communities 

who have the first-hand knowledge to know where hot spots are and what measures are 

required. 

 
Technology 

The use of social media has created the overuse of the hotspots that are suffering so badly. Both 

the Glenfinnan Viaduct and the Fairy pools on Skye have become 

must photograph destinations. Some visitors to Scotland spend 

their holidays simply rushing around the country to get 

photographs of the current Top 10 places to visit as recommended 

by the vlogger de jour. Could the same technology be used to spread 

visitors around more evenly? 

Would it be possible to create a real time tourist hot spot map of Scotland so that visitors who want 
to avoid the crowds can consult it and take appropriate action? Data could be crowd sourced or 
supplied, on say, a daily basis, by accommodation providers, the Access Rangers and perhaps even by 
counting the number of mobile phones active in an area (although this latter suggestion is clearly not 
feasible in areas with no mobile coverage. It is already being suggested within Visitor Management: 
Scotland's Plan & Objectives | VisitScotland.org. logging numbers to teach an algorithm to 
identify hot spots and give guidance to visitors. 
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Funding, Benefits and Implementation  

 It is recognised that funding the sort of improvement programme 

described in this paper is going to be challenging, especially in the post-Covid world. However, there 

are always challenges. It is simply a matter of priorities and justifying the cost by considering the 

benefits. 

At a national level, the benefits of tourism to the Scottish Economy are huge, so some spend to 

protect those benefits would seem prudent. The proportion of tourism income will naturally be 

skewed towards the cities with their major attractions and big hotels, but it is the rural beauty of 

Scotland which is often seen as the greatest draw, the experience of visiting those areas is critical in 

attracting tourists to our shores. If the experience of visiting Scotland as a whole is diminished, the 

impact will be felt across all areas, so protecting our rural environment is therefore vital. 

At a local level, some rural communities depend on tourism income to survive, but unfortunately 

the growth in the number of visitors does not result in a proportional increase in income. 

VisitScotland talk about the move to Experiential and Transformational tourism, where “travel 

becomes immersive, with visitors wanting meaningful engagement with a destination ’s history, 

people, culture and environment ” . That is indeed a high value form of tourism but increasingly, the 

evidence is that that type of tourist is the very type being discouraged by the issues of over 

tourism. The biggest growth area in rural tourism is the short break (or a series of short breaks 

taken as part of a larger itinerary) particularly in motorhomes or off grid camping. These visitors are 

largely self-sufficient having arrived with plenty of provisions stocked up from supermarkets on the 

way, and they then spend little once they arrive. The odd pint in a local pub or a coffee and cake in 

the café does not add much to the economy. These visitors must still be welcomed, but 

communities need assistance in coping with their number since they add so little to community 

coffers. Only by successfully managing these visitors and preventing the environmental damage 

currently being experienced, will the high value Experiential and Transformational tourists still come 

– both to our rural attractions and to Scotland as a whole. 

 

 

The intention of this paper is to start a dialogue with a view to getting a realistic programme of 

improvements defined and a phased approach agreed for funding and implementation. The 

recommendations herein are not being presented as a complete solution, but as a place 

to start building such a programme. To-date, all the focus has been on attracting visitors, it’s time to 

start putting more focus on how we cope with those visitors who come, and provide them with the 

sort of experience they want and protect communities and local culture. 
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Conclusion 
 
The report focuses on identifying problems and supporting initiatives to address these issues 
in a sustainable way. Its purpose is two-fold: 

1. Initiate a serious discussion about over tourism and its impact on residents, 

businesses, the environment and the visitor experience. 

2. Present a model of tax strategies in order to obtain income streams to mitigate the 

effects of over tourism. 

Highlighted is the need for infrastructure development, education, legislation and policing, 
visitor management strategies and a proactive approach to communication.   
Certainly it has become obvious that the need for substantially more full time Outdoor Access 
Rangers with enhanced enforcement powers. 
 
All overnight sleeping in vehicles in residential areas should be stopped. 
 
A full review of the Scottish Out Door Access Code particularly focusing on defining the 
difference between “Wild Camping” and Using vehicles and vehicles modified for sleeping for 
so called “Off Grid “camping and the use of lay byes and car parks. 
 
A review off possible designated camping areas like the ones in US National Parks, Ranger 
supervised. Forestry Commission is already doing some.  
 
Open fires and the sale of disposable Bar B Qs should be banned at times of high fire risk. 
Enforced with punitive fines. 
 
Encourage local land owners to set up so called Aires for camping vehicles and Motor homes. 
Away from residential housing. 
 
The report also analyses and compares several tourist tax strategies and concludes that the 
implementation of a vehicle-based visitor levy is the way forward
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Income Projections 
 

For Tourist Tax Structures 
 
 

 
For further questions please contact Christine Grace through the author of the 
core report. 

 
 

Context: 
 
The introduction of a tourist tax (or visitor levy) is being considered by the Scottish 
Government and will have implications for local councils. Such a tax may be vehicle-based, 
accommodation based, off-site permit-based or a combination of any of the above.  The 
recently-introduced Visitor Levy (Scotland) Bill only includes a tourist tax on those staying in 
paid accommodation. Visitors who do not pay for their accommodation are not included. 
 
The model in this report provides income projections for each different tax structure. However, 
there is no readily-available accurate data publicly available for tourists who visit in 
motorhomes, campervans, car-tents, car camping or converted vans. 
 
This model therefore uses data provided from rangers, estimates of numbers based on 
observations, and then compares this to data from other sources (VisitScotland Highlands 
Factsheet 2019 and ‘Isle of Skye and Isle of Raasay Tourism Economic Impact’ – produced by 
The Moffat Centre for Skye Connect Ltd). Visitors from cruise ships are not included in this 
analysis, but could be considered in further reviews. 
 
Income from any tourist tax is assumed to be used to alleviate budget pressures caused by the 
increased number of tourists. 
 
Costs of tourism 
 
Costs of tourism include:  

• increased road repairs and maintenance, 

• increased rubbish and recycling collection, 

• employment of rangers to educate visitors and alleviate problems, 

• Costs of rectifying problems caused by visitors (e.g. clearing of pollution). 
 
Actual costs associated with increased tourism, and changes in the kind of tourism are not 
readily available. 
 
Highland Council Visitor Management plan for 2022 identifies that £1.5m of council funding 
was set aside for additional Visitor Management activity. This is the amount budgeted rather 
than the amount required to cover increased costs. An income of at least this amount is 
therefore assumed to be a target. 
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Cost Assumptions 
 
Per an article in the Press & Journal (2/3/2023) 

• 39% of roads need repairs 

• £26m per year is needed for ‘steady state’ maintenance 

• £195m is needed to get to ‘acceptable state’ 

• £2.244 is spent per km of road. This is 32% of the average spend in Scotland. 
 
The Statutory Performance Indicator (SPI) provides the percentage of roads in need of road 
maintenance. 
In Scotland, the average SPI is 35.5%. The worst was 54.2%, For the Highlands, it is 39%. 
Ten years ago, the Highland Council needed repairs for 29.3% of its roads. 
41% of rural roads require repairs (compared with 29% in urban areas. 
 
The visitor access plan for 2022 identifies a budget allocation of £240,000 for small-scale 
improvements. 
 
 
Rubbish and recycling 
 
In June 2023, the Highland Council voted against additional waste collection around the NC500 
due to budget pressures.  
£110,000 for a reduced 17-week period was considered compared to £150,000 for a 22-week 
period. 
 
The Visitor Management Plan 2022 waste management budget for additional collections cost 
of £220,000 
 
 
Employment of rangers 
 
The 2022 Visitor Management Plan identified the costs of Seasonal Access Rangers is £350,000 
 
Additional budget provisions for visitors include: 
Parking management £16,000 
Improved services for motorhomes £55,000 
 
Economic costs and social impact 
 
As well as costs incurred by The Highland Council, there are significant costs incurred by 
businesses and individuals within the area. 
 
Many residents report poor driving by visitors, and of motorhome drivers. Drivers who have 
little experience of single track roads cause delays. This is not just a frustration – it impacts 
journey times for commercial drivers and means a less efficient service/ increased costs to 
local businesses. 
 
The volume of waste produced by visitors exceeds the capacity for waste disposal. Public bins 
are over-flowing with bags of rubbish left by them.  Visitors use the bins of residents and 
businesses where they have not been a customer. Rubbish has been dumped in recycling bins, 
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campsites have had excessive waste dumped (e.g. non-staying visitors, or those who have 
camped off-site for a few days) and waste is dumped by the road-side or at off-site camping 
locations.  
 
Businesses and residents are in effect subsidising waste management services. 
 
Tourist Tax as a source of funding 
 
A tourist tax could potentially help to fund the additional costs to The Highland Council. 
 
There are different potential structures of tourist taxes. Broadly, these are commonly known 
as bed taxes, vehicle taxes and The Loch Lomond Model’. 
 
This section of the paper models different income projections for each type of tax.  
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Estimate of visitor numbers by type 
 
Projections of income from different tax structures is dependent on having 
accurate information about the number and type of visitors. There is no publicly-
available reliable data available for recent years. Further, some data (for example 
Motorhome and tent visitors off-site) has not been collected by organisations 
such as VisitScotland.  
 
Analysis here is based on the best-available information, with clearly stated 
assumptions. 
 
Traffic data 
 
One way of estimating visitor numbers, and any changes in numbers is through traffic data. 
 
This is collected in locations across Scotland, by council area. It is then used to estimate miles 
driven by different vehicle types. 
 
All traffic data is sourced from the DFT traffic statistics downloaded from  
https://roadtraffic.dft.gov.uk 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In 1993 there were an estimated21.7 billion vehicle miles, rising to 30 million in2019. An 
increase of 38% over 26 years.  
 
 
Within the Highland Council Area there were 1.83 billion miles driven in 2019 
 
This was an Increase from 1265.2 to 1843.3 a 45% increase over 26 years, with a noticeable 
increase since 2012. 
 

https://roadtraffic.dft.gov.uk/
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There has been a higher proportionate increase in traffic other than cars and taxis in the area 
when compared to data for Scotland as a whole. This may be in part due to the increased 
number of motorhome/campervan visitors. 
 
There was an increase of 16% between 2012 to 2019 for all vehicles, but an increase of 26% 
for vehicles other than cars. Average annual increase is 2.25% for all vehicles and 3.43% 
excluding cars. 
 
 
However, this increase may itself be an underestimate, as very few counts have been carried 
out during the peak tourist months of July and August. 
 
This is consistent overall years, but increase in tourist traffic is likely to be under-reported. 

 
 
 
A key question therefore is whether the increase in traffic has been disproportionately higher 
during July and August and that data is under-reporting traffic volumes for the area as a whole. 
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Occupancy rates for 
accommodation confirms 
that indeed, the peak 
months for visitors are July 
and August.  
 
(Source: Visit Scotland 2019 
Highland Report) 
 
Traffic volumes may 
therefore have increased 
more than has been 
estimated. 

 
Traffic data cannot easily be used to identify visitors by type – other than to confirm that the 
number and proportion of motorhomes and campervans seems to have increased as they fall 
within the category of ‘vehicles other than cars’. Visitor Numbers 
 
Data is available for visitor numbers for accommodation from Visit Scotland’s 2019 Highland 
report (the last year for which data is publicly available). 
 

 
 
 
In 2019, there were 2.9 million visitors to The Highlands who stayed in accommodation. With 
an average stay of 4.1 nights. This equated to 11.8 million nights in accommodation. 
 
Accommodation included hotels, guest houses/ B&Bs, self-catering accommodation and 
hostels. 
 
Motorhome and campervan visitors are not recorded. 
 
Of all visitors, 86% were on holiday (of the remaining 2% were travelling for business and 11% 
were visiting friends or family). 
 
 
Thus, 86% of 11.8 million accommodation nights were for people on holiday. This equates to 
2.5 million visitors and 10.1 million accommodation nights. 
 
If there is an average of 4 people per vehicle (some visitors will be travelling by coach or 
minibus), then this gives an approximate number of 0.7 million vehicles and 2.5 million nights 
of tourist vehicles. 
 
 

Visits breakdown Visits (000) Nights (000) Nights/visit

Europe 243 1,259 5.2

North America 152 515 3.4

Rest of World 64 515 8.0

Scotland 1,541 4,974 3.2

Rest of GB 906 4,513 5.0

Total 2,906 11,776 4.1
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Estimating visitors who are not staying in accommodation is problematic. 
 
The main categories are: 
Motorhomes and campervans on site 
Motorhomes and caravans off-site 
Cars and tents on-site 
Cars and tents off-site. 
 
Motorhomes, Campervans and Vehicles with a roof-top tent will be referred to as Recreational 
Vehicles (RVs) in the rest of this analysis. Cars with tents will be separately identified. 
 
 
 
 
 
Comparison of RV estimates 
 
 
Two models have been developed for comparison and to act as ‘sanity checks’ – one based on 
data collected from rangers, and the other from VisitScotland/ The Moffatt Centre. 
 
 
On-site visitor data may be available from VisitScotland, but is not publicly available. However, 
it may not include locations such as Forestry Land approved stop-over locations, and 
businesses such as pubs and restaurants who allow informal camping. 
 
In some locations (such as Durness) the number of informal campers (RVs and tents) is 
significantly higher than the number of tourists staying on-site. In fact, the number of tourists 
was significantly higher than the population of Durness. 
 
 
Rangers have carried out counts and identified 35,000 RVs across the area (2022). 
 
Rangers have identified the limitations of data collected as being: 

• Only counted during the hours when rangers were working (knowing that people still 
carried on arriving after a count had been carried out, or left before the count began). 

• Only counted between June and September 

• Only counted at popular locations. 

• Only counted for 5 days a week 
 
Further, The Cairngorms National Park employs its own rangers, so data for that area that is 
not included in data provided from The Highland Council rangers. 
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From Ranger data (2022) 
 
 

Observation/ modelling 
assumption 

Percentage Number of RVs 

RVs observed by rangers  35,000 
Percentage uplift for days 
not covered (7/5) 

40% 49,000 

Percentage increase due to 
rangers not spotting vehicles 

10% 53,900 

Percentage increase to 
cover Cairngorms 

5% 56,595 

Percentage increase to 
cover months outside June-
Sept 

30% 73,574 

Percentage of RVs on site 
(not counted by rangers) 

66% 142,819 

Percentage of RVs off-site 34% 73,574 

Total RVs  216,393 
 
 
 
 
Thus, a broad estimate is that there were around 216,000 RVs ‘nights’ in 2022. 
 
 
From Visit Scotland and Skye reports (2022) 
 
In 2020, The Moffatt Centre published ‘Isle of Skye and Isle of Raasay Tourism Economic 
Report’. In this report, they identified that: 

• 6.1% of visitors travelled by campervan/motorhome. 

• One third ‘wild camped’ 
There were approximately 650,000 visitors to Skye. If 6.1% were in motorhomes/campervans, 
then this implies 40,000 visitors and around 12,000 wild campers.  
 
Visitors spent an average of 3 days on Skye (so 2 nights staying is assumed) 
 
Thus, there could be 80,000 nights of motorhomes and 24,000 nights of wild camping. 
 
Data for Skye has been used to project the implications on visitor numbers and types for the 
whole Highland area.  
 
All motorhome visitors to Skye need to travel through other parts of the Highlands. Not all 
motorhome/campervan visitors visit Skye. 
 
Thus, the number of motorhome and campervan visitors for The Highlands will be greater than 
for Skye, but the proportion of visitors may be similar. This is due to the popularity of areas 
such as the NC500 with those in motorhomes/ campervans. 
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Number of visitor nights in The Highlands 10,100,000 

Percentage in RVs 6.10% 

Number of visitors in RVs 616,100 

Average number of people per RV 3.0 

Number of nights of RVs 205,367 

Percentage staying on sites 67% 

Percentage staying off-site 33% 

Number of RV nights on sites 136,911 

Number of RV nights off-site 68,456 

 
 
Thus, a broad estimate is that there were around 205,000 RV night visiting in 2019. 
 
 
 
 
However, this is based on 2019 data. Modelling from data provided by rangers appears to be 
consistent with the 2019 Skye data. Numbers refer to vehicles 
 

 2019 data modelled 
for The Highlands 

2022 Ranger data 
modelled 

Percentage 
difference 

RVs 205,000 255,000  
24% 
 

On site 137,000 170,000 

Off-site 68,000 85,000 
 
The difference is feasible due to: 

• An increase in RVs since the pandemic 

• The inclusion of roof-top tents in the counts from rangers 
 
The pre-pandemic annual increase in non-car vehicles was 3.43% on average.  This would 
provide the estimate of 226,800 motorhomes in 2022. 
 
To compare different tourist tax structures, 230,000 RV nights are assumed (the mid-point 
between the two estimates). 
 
Of these, it is assumed that 153,000 are on-site and77,000 off-site. 
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Tent campers 
 
The same methodology has been used to estimate the number of tent campers and 
associated cars. The main differences being that tent camping is more seasonal, so only 15% 
of campers were assumed to be visiting outside of June to September (30% for RVs), and a 
smaller proportion was assumed to be on-site (25% compared with 66%). There is little data 
to support this latter assumption, so a conservative estimate has been used as this will result 
in a lower overall estimate of tents. Further, feedback from B&B managers suggests that 
tent campers may stay in B&Bs periodically rather than sites. 
 

Tents observed by rangers   7,377 

Percentage uplift for days not covered (7/5) 40.0% 10,328 
Percentage increase due to rangers not spotting 
vehicles 10.0% 11,361 

Percentage increase to cover Cairngorms 5.0% 11,929 

Percentage increase to cover months outside June to 
Sep 15.0% 13,718 

Percentage of tents on site (not counted by rangers) 25.0% 4,573 

Percentage of tents off site 75.0% 13,718 

Total tents  18,291 

 
 
There are therefore assumed to be 18,291 tent (and car) nights for modelling purposes. 

 
  



 

 20 

Comparison of Tourist Taxes 
 
There are many different visitor tax structures used in other countries. 
For example, North America have National Park Entry Fees, France have extensive road tolls, 
Venice has an entry fee, New Zealand has a foreign entry fee, and many European cities have 
a visitor tax for those in accommodation. 
 
Some cities have implemented fees for cruise visitors. 
 
There are three different tourist tax structures explored here. These are summarised as. 
 

Tax 
structure 

Features Pros Cons 

‘
Lo
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m
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n

d
’

 

Camping permits 
required for anyone 
camping off-site in 
restricted areas. 
 
 

Easy to administer. 
 
Those visitors with the greatest 
impact on budget will be paying. 

May be a low level of 
compliance. 
Many visitors combine 
offsite and on-site stays. This 
could be confusing. 
 
Low income generation. 

Lo
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o

n
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ap
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to
 a

ll 
R

V
s As many visitors combine 

on-site and off-site 
camping, all RVs are 
charged as well as tent 
campers staying off-site 

Easy to administer. Would be 
fairer in terms of investing for 
larger RVs (e.g. larger day-time 
parking areas). 

May encourage more off-
site camping. May be a low 
level of compliance 

A
cc

o
m

m
o

d
at
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n

-
b

as
ed

 

All visitors staying in 
official accommodation 
would be charged a 
tourist tax per night. This 
would be administered 
by accommodation 
providers. Feedback on 
bed taxes is that under-
16s and disabled visitors 
should be exempt. 

A proven structure in many areas 
across the world. 
 
Easier for The Council to 
administer. 

Those visitors who have the 
greatest impact to repair 
costs would not be charged. 
Campsites could charge, but 
this is likely to act as a 
deterrent to staying on sites. 
 
Expensive for families if 
based on a charge per 
person.  

R
o

o
m

 t
ax

 

All adult visitors staying 
in official 
accommodation would 
be charged a tourist tax 
per room per night. This 
would be administered 
by accommodation 
providers. 

Easy for The Council to 
administer. A room rate helps to 
model fees not being applicable 
for under 16s, as an estimate of 
2.5 people per room is assumed.  

Those visitors who have the 
greatest impact to repair 
costs would not be charged. 
Campsites could charge, but 
this is likely to act as a 
deterrent to staying on sites. 
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V
eh

ic
le

 b
as
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All visitors are charged 
per vehicle per night. 
 
Viewed by most in the 
Highland Council 
consultation as fairer. 
 
Vehicles of residents and 
businesses in The 
Highland council area 
would be exempt. Other 
exemptions (e.g. family 
visiting) would also be 
possible. 
 
There is the potential to 
use ANPR. 

All tourists would pay, including 
those who stay off-site. 

Expensive to set up 
infrastructure. 
 
Motorhome visitors may 
feel that they have already 
paid and be deterred from 
staying on sites. 

 
 

In order to estimate income, assumptions about charges have been made. 
 
Loch Lomond charges £4 per night for tents and RVs. A charge of £5 a night for RVs is assumed 
as more investment for this group is required. 
 
A car charge of £4 is assumed in order to model average occupancy per vehicle (thus making 
some provision for coach and minibus tours). 
 
The charge per person or per room is broadly consistent to charges in Europe (although these 
do vary from 10 cents in Bulgaria to 7.5 Euros in Belgium. The average range is 40 cents to 2.5 
Euros per person. 
 
 
 

Charge per night     

RV charge  £5.00  
Tent charge £4.00 Consistent with Loch Lomond 

Car charge £4.00  
Charge per person £1.00 Typical charge for Europe 

Charge per hotel room/ self-catering £2.50  
 
 

Tourist numbers (000s) 

Loch 
Lomond 
tax 

Loch 
Lomond 
tax incl 
all RVs 

Vehicle 
tax 

Accommodation 
based tax 

Room tax 

Visitors in 
accommodation 10,100       £10,100   

Rooms 4,040           

Visitors in RVs 690           

Visitors in tents 36           
Vehicles for 
accommodation 
tourists 2,500     £10,000   £6,250.00 
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Total RVs 230   £1,150 £1,150     

RVs on-site 153           

RVs off-site 77 £385         

Total cars for tent 
campers 18     £72     

Car campers on-
site 5           
Car campers off-
site 14 £55 £55       

              

Total income 
(000s)   £440 £1,205 £11,222 £10,100 £6,250 
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Income from tourism 
 
Tourists bring income to the region. Different types of tourists bring different levels of income, 
and varying levels of benefit. 
 
According to the Skye and Raasay report, average spend for those in motorhome/ campervans 
was an average £30 per person per night compared to £211 per person for those staying in 
accommodation. 
 
Further, income from motorhomes is more subject to ‘leakage’ than for visitors in hotels. 
 
Tourism leakage describes money that is spent by a tourist in an area, but rather than 
benefiting that area, leaks out to other communities. For example, if a visitor buys goods at a 
branch of a national supermarket, most of the income will go to the parent company (so, a 
high level of leakage).  At the other extreme, if a visitor buys goods from the farm where it is 
produced, then there is a low level of leakage. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This chart attempts to broadly identify the extent to which a tourist contributes to the local 
economy. 
At the extreme, visitors in RVs (rented outside of the area or privately owned) who do not stay 
on sites will contribute the least. They may buy fuel and groceries at a supermarket chain, may 

To
u
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ge

 

Expenditure 

Locally owned 
hotel/ B&B guest, 
eating out 

RV staying  
off-site fully self-
catering 

RV staying  
on-site fully 
self-catering 
 

Self-catering 
accommodation 
 rented from local, 
some meals out 

Self-catering accommodation  
rented from owner out of area 

RV hired in area 
 staying on-site, 
some meals out 

RV hired in area,  
staying off-site 

Profiles of tourists by expenditure and tourism leakage 

Hotel owned 
out of area, 
guest eats 
locally 
 

RV hired in area 
 staying on-site, 
all meals out 
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not visit any tourist attractions that charge a fee, and may be fully self-catering. Thus, the £30 
average spend of an RV visitor will contribute little to the local economy. The Skye and Raasay 
report identified that RV visitors spent money on fuel, groceries and eating out. Hence there 
is an attempt at distinguishing those who eat out. 
 
The group of tourists who contribute the most to the local economy are those who stay in 
hotels, B&Bs or guesthouses that are locally owned. These visitors will also be eating out. If 
eating at some specialist restaurants, the food may be largely produced, farmed or caught 
locally.  
A greater proportion of the average daily expenditure of £211 per person will benefit the local 
economy. 
 
Preferred tax structures by tourism representatives 
 
The Highland Council carried out consultations on any proposed Transient Visitor Levy. 
 
A pre-consultation with the tourism industry May and June 2019 
 

‘The strongest opinions expressed by Pre-Consultation attendees 
were in relation to which businesses would charge a TVL. 
The message was almost universal: it would not be fair on visitors 
or businesses to only levy visitors staying in paid overnight 
accommodation. 
An accommodation-only levy was seen as inequitable by most 
participants as it arguably penalises certain visitor and business 
types. It was felt that whilst a ‘Bed Tax’ might work in cities, it was 
not fitting or fair in Highland. 
Any scheme, it was argued, would need to capture other 
categories of visitor, principally: motorhome users not staying in 
paid accommodation, Day Visitors to Highland and Cruise 
Visitors.” 

 
Conclusion 
 
Different categories of tourists contribute different levels of income to the region. 
 
Whilst infrastructure improvements and improved services will benefit all visitors, RV visitors 
who stay off-site will benefit the most. 
 
The costs associated with tourist visitors are disproportionately attributable to off-site 
campers and RVs. 
 
A ‘Bed tax’ is seen as being unfair. 
 
A vehicle-based tax is seen by many as fair. Further, it can bring in a similar level of revenue 
with more appropriate levels of contribution by those having the greatest negative (and lowest 
positive) impact in the area. 
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Appendix 1 Skye foot fall figures 
 

 

 
Footpath Counters 
Using stats from Skye for example, verifying how busy the island is at the moment. These 
have been made available courtesy of THC footpath counters at the Old Man of Storr and 
Fairy pools. 

Having data from footpath counters was key in enabling funds to be raised for footpath 
upgrades and environmental restoration works at both sites. THC have now been able to 
install counters at Duntulm Castle and Neist point which is great news. Data generated will 
be key in arguing for infrastructure funding for both sites. As we manage to make more 
destinations in the area resilient our goals of achieving a sustainable visitor economy become 
more realistic. The question remains what is Skye’s finite “carrying capacity” for visitors? Are 
we moving towards a ticketing model, already adopted in many locations from Peru to 
Mount Everest? No ticket, no entry? 
 

 
 
Clearly the rise in numbers shown in these statistics show that controls are essential if tourism here is to be 
sustained and not becomes destructive and ruin the visitor experience and alienate the local population 
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Appendix 2 -  Out Door Access Rangers Report 
 
 

 

 

 

Season Summary  

The Highland Council Access Rangers Annual Report 2022  

In 2022, the Council employed 18 Access Rangers, patrolling large areas across the Highlands and 4 
Visitor Site Wardens focussing on key visitor hotspots. There was a phased intake of staff from 1 April 
to 1 June with staff numbers increasing as areas became busier. Eleven of these posts, which started 
in June, were funded by the Better Places Fund administered by Nature Scot. The seasonal 
employment ended on 30 October 2022.  

Over the summer, there appeared to be an alternating pattern of a busy weekend followed by a 
quieter one. Key weekends were exceptionally busy, coinciding with bank holidays and schools 
breaking up and returning. The Glasgow Fair weekend had a very noticeable impact in Lochaber. The 
weather also acted as a key determining factor in visitor numbers.  

This year there was a higher percentage of European registered vehicles, and an increased numbers 
of coach tours. Whilst the vast majority of visitors welcome the advice and information from the 
Access Rangers there still continues to be a high number of irresponsible and occasionally 
confrontational behaviours encountered. 
Data was collected by the Access Rangers whilst patrolling on three days per week, the key points to 
note include:-  

• The areas with the highest informal camping numbers and associated problems, particularly 
fires, litter and toileting, continue to be North-West Sutherland and Lochaber, with Loch Ness 
and South Skye not far behind. East Lochaber, Caithness and Loch Ness were far busier than 
last year. Forty-seven abandoned tents were found, most commonly in Loch Ness, East 
Lochaber and South-West Ross. Over 7,377 off-site tents were recorded this year compared 
with 8,639 last year. Whilst there is a decrease in the total number this is still far higher than 
was evident pre-pandemic.  

• High recreational vehicle (RV) numbers were recorded in Lochaber and Skye and around the 
NC500. A total of 35,993 were recorded this year, compared to 25,000 last year. This figure 
includes roof-top tents as well as motorhomes and campervans  

• Fire marks & damage are most commonly found around Loch Ness (480) and East Lochaber 
(685). Over 3300 fire marks were recorded Highland wide, slightly lower than 2021 (3463) 
with 93 fires put out by Rangers (183 in 2021) that may have posed a risk of spreading.  

• The problem of blackwater toilet waste dumping was most often found in North Sutherland 
and Lochalsh. Sixty two incidents Highland wide have been recorded.  
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• Lochalsh continues to suffer from high levels of outdoor toileting issues. This contrasts with 
its lower camping numbers and so may often be due to people stopping to relieve themselves 
in laybys rather than overnighting.  

• Parking issues appear most prevalent in North-West Sutherland and Skye, with most warning 
notices issued for inconsiderate or obstructive parking. Chanonry Point, in the Black Isle area, 
recorded a high figure as a Warden is on site who issues reminders for non-payment of the 
parking fee. In total, 782 notices were issued Highland wide.  

1  

• The number of dogs seen not under control was highest in Inverness & Nairn, although that 
will likely include exercising on beaches. It is perhaps more of a concern in crofting areas in 
North Wester Ross and South Skye, if on common grazing’s.  

• The Rangers collected nearly 2050 bags of litter to date, reported 219 waste/fly tipping issues 
and 62 incidents of motorhome waste dumping.  

• To the end of October, the Rangers have engaged with 28,500 people mostly to inform them 
of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code and facilities available.  

The presence of the Access Rangers has had a significant impact in reducing the irresponsible 
or inconsiderate behaviour of many visitors and potential causes of distress to Highland 
communities and other visitors. With Access Rangers patrolling countryside sites, their 
presence increased compliance within Invitation to Pay car parks, increased responsible 
behaviour and the work that they carry out in removing litter and immediate repairs ensures 
ongoing visitor enjoyment of our countryside, increasing the likelihood of repeat visits and 
positive reviews to increase the economic benefit gained from tourism.  

This summer some of the Access Rangers were filmed by TV company Purple Productions for 
a series on the North Coast 500, to be shown on Channel 4, in spring 2023.  

The Seasonal Access Ranger Team Set-up & Operation  

The Rangers job description was to;  

• Engage face-to-face with visitors to explain and encourage responsible behaviour following 
the Scottish Outdoor Access Code.  

• Monitor visitor use, impacts and incidents and reporting on a weekly basis.  
• Speak to informal campers to explain responsible access and leave no trace  
• Reduce the number of open fires by explaining the impacts which cause damage to 

vegetation and alarm to  

residents  

• Reduce the amount of litter by encouraging visitors to take home what they bring. Rangers 
will also collect  

litter when necessary and report large quantities.  

• Encourage responsible parking and prevent obstructive parking. Rangers will assist with 
parking  

enforcement if necessary with the issuing of Parking Warning Notices  

• Liaise with communities and landowners when issues arise, working together on solutions. 
Establish local  
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volunteer rangers to assist in busy periods  

• Improve and maintain Highland council owned or managed countryside sites and work with 
land managers  

on other sites  

• Improve and maintain some of the most heavily used paths particularly to popular natural 
visitor attractions  

Seven Access Rangers were in post for 7 months (April to end Oct), 4 posts were appointed 
for 6 months (May to Oct) and 11 posts were recruited for 5 months (June to Oct). The latter 
11 posts were funded by the Better Places Fund administered by Nature scot. A condition of 
the funding was a commencement date of 1  June and ceasing on 31  October 2022.  

 

2  

Deployment 
The 18 Access Rangers and 4 Site Wardens covered the areas on the map below;  
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3  

Equipment for the team included a hired van with THC and Ranger magnetic logos, THC and Ranger 
branded uniform, a mobile phone and in some cases a laptop. Each ranger was given a tool bag of 
hand tools, plus several other tools to undertake basic maintenance on visitor sites or paths especially 
where public safety was a concern.  
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Training was primarily a two day induction course on the Scottish Outdoor Access Code and devised 
Standard Operating Procedures for many of the main issues, delivered by experienced Access, Parking 
and Waste Officers. It also included sessions with Police Scotland and Scottish Fire & Rescue Service. 
A further session on tool training was given when those were issued. The training was supplemented 
by webinar training arranged by Nature scot.  

Some individual Rangers had opportunities for Outdoor First Aid and Sea Mammal Stranding Courses  

Supervisory Management of the Ranger team was undertaken by two Senior Rangers with reference 
to the Outdoor Access Manager. Other assistance was given by the three Access Officers and the 
Facilities Officer.  

The Rangers worked five days per week which include weekends, having two days off mid-week. They 
patrolled on 3 days per week, recording the figures for those days. This was always on a Saturday & 
Sunday, and usually a Friday but this may be different if local knowledge considered another day 
more appropriate. Over the course of the summer they spoke to over 28,500 people. They were most 
vigilant in engaging with people conducting irresponsible behaviour but often advised on actions to 
leave no trace. They would also provide a welcome face for general information on the area or nearby 
facilities. As a conversation starter, handing out a guidance leaflet for responsible campers or 
motorhome users was especially useful. During these patrols they recorded numbers for site 
monitoring reports specifically on camping, vehicles and any remains of camping activities. Whilst on 
patrol they may clear a dirty site, note it for further work or report it to another Council or agency 
service. On the two other working days, the rangers made community or land manager contacts, 
worked on popular sites, arranged volunteer workdays or carried out core path inspections.  

Visitor Engagement, Site Monitoring & Reporting  

The site monitoring reports had to be completed weekly and submitted to the Senior Rangers every 
Monday. A collated continuous summary of these has been attached to this report. The data collected 
in this continuous recording over the six month period has been used to create graphs & charts 
showing the distribution of specific types of visitor and a number of issues. This information will be 
made available to various services and can aid identification of areas to target service or 
infrastructure improvements. These figures are representative and can be comparable between areas 
and years but cannot show the absolute numbers.  

1. Access Ranger Patrols & Sites  

The Access ranger patrol areas that were decided upon in 2021 worked well and were retained in 
2022 with some minor adaptations in Skye and Lochaber. A West Skye patrol area was created from 
the start of July, to better reflect the data collected by the three Skye rangers and the Glen Brittle 
Warden. West Lochaber was divided, north and south for patrols but then were added together, with 
Warden figures, for data recording purposes.  
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It was also accepted that keeping the same patrol areas would provide continuity in the collection of 
the data. These areas took into consideration, known popular locations, reports of issues from the 
past 2 seasons and where existing Rangers from other organisations covered. The involvement of 
specific destination groups; Glencoe & Glen Etive Community Trust, Skye Connect, Wester Ross 
Biosphere, Visit Inverness/Loch Ness (VILN) & Applecross Trust also ensured a focus in those areas. 
The final deciding factor on patrol areas was the location of successful candidates. Temporary 
accommodation in much of the Highlands is extremely difficult to find, four appointed candidates had 
to withdraw as local accommodation could not be found. There is certainly an advantage to being 
able to find suitable candidates that live locally.  

The Highland Council area (not including the Cairngorm National Park Authority area, which operates 
its own Ranger service) was divided into 17 patrol areas. Most were patrolled by a single ranger but 
some did have cover by two rangers or an additional Warden. The size of these patrol areas varies 
from 900 to 1700 sq Km but average 1400 square kilometres. However, much of this area is only 
accessible on foot, cycle or horse under access rights. The vast majority of people accessing remote 
land know the Scottish Outdoor Access Code and are experienced with ‘leave no trace’ principles. It is 
the land close to the roadside, within a 1km of a public road, that is under most pressure from people 
unfamiliar with the access code. It is these roadside areas, and in particular popular visitor sites that 
the Access Rangers pay most attention and record their observations.  

The number of patrols was more evenly divided throughout the Highlands this year with a larger team 
whereas in 2021 some areas only had sparse coverage.  

The number of sites in a patrol area can vary due to size, attractions and popularity. The chart below 
shows their distribution. Areas with fewer sites can allow the ranger more time on a site to talk to 
people or carry out maintenance.  

2. Visitor Engagement  
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The Access Ranger role is primarily to engage and educate people on the Scottish Outdoor Access 
Code but they will also welcome people with advice and information about the countryside, 
landscape and the area they are visiting. This year the Rangers were able to engage with almost 
10,000 more people, a 30% increase on 2021 ( graph below). This was helped by a larger team and 
significantly so, with the Visitor Site Wardens in Durness and Chanonry Point.  

 

5  

 

4. Number of Tents  
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These are the number of tents observed camping off a formal campsite. They are most often by the 
roadside or in close vicinity to a vehicle, and perhaps not truly wild camping. The Access Rangers will 
engage with the people seen to ensure that they are aware of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code and 
show consideration for both the environment and people living or working locally.  

These figures show a change from 2021 with a roughly 15% decrease in the number of tents seen but 
still a relatively high figure, and considerably higher than anecdotal pre-covid numbers. There also 
appears to be a change in the distribution with last year’s hotspots of Arisaig, Durness, Assynt and 
Applecross showing decreases but an increase in Glen Etive, Loch Ness and other east coast areas ( 
graph above).  

 

6  

There were also a number of abandoned tents and equipment discovered, left to litter the landscape. 
Although, this data was not collected in 2021, a procedure for this was developed and continued this 
year. Involving placing a laminated notice on the tent when observed untouched for 2 days and then 
removed if still seen after 5 days. The removal process is done carefully, photographing everything 
and packed in bags. It is then stored for at least 2 weeks before either given to charities, if in good 
order, or binned if not.  

Cumulative camping is a particular problem in some popular locations even when some individuals 
are following Scottish Outdoor Access Code guidance. As soon as one group leaves the space is 
occupied by another group. The vegetation has no time to recover, degrades and eventually bare 
earth or sand appears.  
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This year we trialled creating small camping exclusion areas on two beaches, Traigh at Arisaig and 
Ceannabeinne at Durness. Whilst the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 and the Scottish Outdoor 
Access Code are vague on this, there is scope within sections 3.45 & 3.47 that highlight damage to 
habitats with repeated recreational activities. The areas showing most degradation were identified, 
after consulting with the landowner and the Local Access Forum. In July, signs were erected at access 
points explaining the excluded areas and why we had taken this action. The areas, approx. 10m 
diameter were either roped off, with a single line of blue rope or surrounded by green barrier mesh. 
Both methods were chosen specifically so as to be visually subtle in the surroundings. Smaller signs 
stating ‘Please Keep Out- Habitat Restoration In Progress’ were attached to the rope or mesh. The 
Rangers were able to check on these areas on each patrol. They discovered that no visitors camped in 
these areas and they were respected. Occasionally campers were found right up to the rope/mesh or 
they were used as drying lines. The ropes and mesh was taken down at the end of October. They will 
be reinstated next April, thus for a longer period and we will assess if the area size or number should 
be increased. We will also consider if other locations also should have excluded areas.  

 

Camping Exclusion Areas at Ceannabeinne in yellow (photo-left).  

This machair grassland habitat is becoming eroded due to heavy and constant use by campers. The grass sward is worn 
down and fire sites burn off the vegetation. (photo below left)  

The excluded area has begun to show signs of recovery (photo below- right)  
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Recommendations from Access Ranger De-briefing  

• Clearer & precise definition of ‘wild camping’ in Scottish Outdoor Access Code. E.g. have a 
minimum distance from road, building etc, specific min or max tent size, maximum number 
of tents per site.  

• Continue and expand camping exclusion areas  
• Promote ‘Leave No Trace’ message  
• Areas that most need attention are:  

Ceannabeine, Traigh, Toigal, Ardvreck, Glen Etive, Glen Brittle, Glenelg, Duntelchaig, 
Dalcrag, Loch Tarff,  

Clunes, Loch Arkaig, Duncansby Head  

5. Number of Recreational Vehicles (RVs)  

These are the numbers of motorhomes, campervans and roof-top tents observed parked up, mostly 
overnight but some may be in daytime car parks. There is no distinction made between types of 
vehicle other than they are all ‘adapted for sleeping purposes’. The inclusion of roof-top tents was 
necessary as this was an increasing phenomenon this year. Being on a vehicle, they do not have 
access rights and so are more akin to motorhomes although overnight parking without ‘encamping’ is 
unlikely in this type of vehicle, and thus is an offence in section 129 of the Roads(Scotland) Act 1984, 
but difficult to enforce. There is also resistance by these owners to be referred to as motorhomes.  

There has been a huge increase in visiting RVs in the Highland area, almost a 33% rise. The main 
hotspots remain Durness area and Isle of Skye but there were big increases in East Lochaber, 
Caithness and Black Isle & Mid Ross. Some areas did show small declines (graph below).  
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Incidents of motorhome black waste dumping were slightly reduced this year but it is still a problem 
that causes great concern. Being a mixture of chemicals and human waste it can cause great harm in 
water courses and to vegetation, and distress to anyone, or their pet, that steps in it. Currently the 
Council do not have an effective method of clearing these spills.  

This season 12 council car parks were trialled to permit overnight parking for motorhomes for a £10 
fee. The vehicles must be in designated bays and be self-contained.  
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Recommendations from Access Ranger De-briefing  

• Increase number of motorhome aires and waste disposal points, especially in areas listed 
below.  

• Leaflets were extremely well received and a good conversation starter.  
• Provide clear information online as well as continue with leaflets  
• Work with hire companies to ensure bookings, waste disposal and parking areas are 

understood  
• Check other online sites give correct information e.g. On SOAC, overnight parking laws etc  
• Areas that most need attention are: 

Ceannabeine, Oldshoremore, Balnakiel, Strathy, Gruinard, Redpoint, Torridon, Traigh, 
Toigal, Ardvreck, Achmelvich, Glen Brittle, Duncansby Head.  

6.Visitor Behaviours  

Associated with tent camping, and to some extent RVs, are a number of activities that may 
cause concern to communities or land managers. These are fires, outdoor toileting and litter.  

Camp fires are often seen by many as an essential accompaniment to camping. However, 
many people do not consider the risks and damage that they can cause. There is potential to 
spark a wildfire in prolonged dry periods and especially in woodlands or on peaty ground. 
Even in other areas damage to the ground or vegetation used to fuel the fire can take years to 
recover. There is existing legislation aimed to prevent fires close to roads or buildings but it is 
very difficult to enforce. The evidence of previous fires in an area often encourages others to 
light their own. The Rangers do discourage fires unless it is raised off the ground and it is 
likely to leave no trace.  

Disposable barbeques are counted here too as they scorch the ground and are often left 
behind as they remain hot for a long time. If buried in sand have been known to burn feet. On 
occasion these are placed in bins, whilst still hot and may cause bin fires (photo below- right).  
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Rangers placed advisory No Fires signs, endorsed by The Highland Fire & Rescue Service, which were 
successful in reducing fires in some locations, but not in others, where signs were removed or even 
burnt. The numbers of fire marks seen this year is similar to last year.  

Most fire sites were removed to discourage further use, however there is debate about retaining 
some fire sites to minimise new ones being created. A method used by Rangers near beaches was to 
cover fire sites with sand once the debris was removed. This made the site less unsightly, and was 
often where any new fires were lit reducing any new damage to the grassland. The sand could also 
promote vegetation re-growth. Other methods of restoring fire sites were tried, covering with 
seaweed, covering with turf, staking hazard tape around site, jute matting. All these methods worked 
to some degree and encouraged vegetation regrowth but it was variable as to whether visitors left 
them undisturbed. No method was completely successful in deterring further fires.  
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Recommendations from Access Ranger De-briefing  

• Promote ‘Leave No Trace’ message  
• Permanent signs required in worst locations  
• Better understanding with Police & Fire Service when called out  
• Better promotion of No Fire message nationwide. Target ‘bushcraft’ courses and popular 

imagery  
• Lobby local shops and/or supermarkets not to sell disposable BBQs  
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Outdoor toileting is often found in association with campsites but also on roadsides, in laybys. There 
is a considerable increase in this in 2022 particularly in Skye and Lochaber. This may partly be due to 
clarification on recording to this year’s team.  

Lochalsh shows a particular problem area in both years. There are relatively low camping numbers 
here and so may often be due to people stopping to relieve themselves in laybys rather than 
overnighting. The trunk road through this area is frequented by many commercial vehicles and 
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coaches as well as visitors. Suitability of toilet facilities should be reviewed in this area and elsewhere. 
Areas where this should be considered are mentioned in Appendix 1.  

The Rangers did their best to discourage this by placing signs notifying the nearest public toilets. This 
years signs were printed and thus more ‘official’ and included a QR of a public toilet map.  

In areas where there was overuse and rocky ground, encouraging people to bag & bin their poo. ‘#Bag 
It and Bin It’ was a promoted Highland Council campaign on social media and with signs and posters 
around the area.  

Recommendations from Access Ranger De-briefing  

 Encourage more comfort scheme sites in worst areas, e.g. Lochalsh. Discuss with Amenities team 

 Need to find a way to install temporary or low cost public toilets in some remote locations, e.g.  

Ceannabeinne, Camusdarroch, Duntelchaig 

 Continue with ‘Nearest Toilet’ signage, with map QR code  

Litter is collected by the Access Rangers at popular countryside sites around the Highland area. This is 
usually litter beyond the road verge that otherwise would not be collected the Waste team. However, 
sometimes the rangers will collect overflow rubbish out with bins that may be spread by animals or 
wind.  

The data shows a sizeable increase in the amount collected over last year. It is noticeably so in 
Lochaber where there was not a Seasonal Waste Operative this year. Over 2000 full bin bags were 
collected, being 500 more than 2021.  
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Recommendations from Access Ranger De-briefing  

• Promote ‘Leave No Trace’ message  
• Some locations require more bins whilst others should have bins removed, discuss with 

Waste Team.  
• Large lockable bins required for Ranger use when some distance from Recycling Centres e.g. 

Drumnadrochit  
• Worked well with Waste Operatives, need to continue increased frequency of collections.  

7. Other Council Services Parking  

As well as additional litter collection, the Access Rangers undertake a few activities that assist 
other Council services. One of these is parking, where the Rangers issue Parking Warning 
Notices provided by Parking Services, to advise that someone is illegally parked and that they 
should move or may risk receiving a penalty charge. This often has the desired effect and 
discourages others from similar parking. The areas with highest figures coincide with Visitor 
Site Wardens at Chanonry Point, Durness and Glen Brittle. At Chanonry Point the Notices are 
often for failure to buy a ticket, which other people see attached to windscreens and then 
buy a ticket. Thus the Warden makes a significant impact on the income generated without 
having to issue Penalty Charge Notices.  
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In addition 12 car parks were installed with parking meters inviting payment for day use. Whilst a 
voluntary payment it was seen that the rangers presence increased compliance, either as the site was 
well maintained, users felt a service was being provided or they thought they may risk getting a fine. 
There are a number of other car parks where this model could be appropriate, these are mentioned 
in Appendix 1.  

Recommendations from Access Ranger De-briefing  

• ‘Invitation to pay’ sites mostly good but more needed. List of 22 provided to Parking 
Services.  

• Some ITP car parks need improving, resurfacing or marking e.g. Duncansby, Bonar Bridge, 
Gruinard  

• Some areas need clearway orders and/or No Parking areas before next Easter especially if 
close to pay car  

parks e.g. Arisaig, Glen Brittle, Glen Etive, Smoo, Gruinard, Ceannabeinne, Claigan/Coral 
Beach, Rosemarkie,  

Balnakiel, Plockton  

• Some sites require increased car parks e.g. Mellon Udrigle, Stac Pollidh, Dores, Duntelchaig, 
Whaligoe,  

Duncansby Head, Dunnet Head.  

• Explore Park & Ride/Walk possibilities at: Arisaig, Glen Brittle, Claigan, Storr, Fairy Glen, 
Plockton.  

The Rangers will often make reports on the Highland Council’s website ‘Report a Problem’ to 
advise other services of something that requires attention. This most frequently will be Waste 
for full/overflowing bins, Environmental Health for fly-tipping or Roads for issues seen.  
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These figures and charts give an initial picture of the issues and their distribution around the Highland 
Council area in 2022 and how that compares to 2021.  
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De-briefing  

Monthly progress reports were submitted to highlight the busiest hotspot sites and groups worked 
with. At the end of season, a collated hot spot recording form was requested along with site 
improvement report. These can be used to justify the allocation of resources and as supporting 
evidence for any future funding bids.  

These were not received in time from every Ranger. However, this was partly anticipated and a De-
briefing workshop was held on the last Friday of the contract to gather the thoughts of the Rangers 
on service improvement, working with others and site management suggestions outlined in Appendix 
1.  

The Ranger De-briefing Workshop  

Working With Others  

The Rangers were provided with contact numbers for appropriate Council staff, i.e Access officers, 
Parking enforcement, Waste operatives, Dog Wardens, Roads and Amenity Services. They also had 
contacts for local Police, Fire Service and other organisation’s Ranger services. Contact details for 
community representatives and land managers were also given and they were encouraged to make 
more.  

During the season the Access Rangers worked hard to co-ordinate their patrols with other 
organisation Rangers and to inform Services and Police about any relevant incidents. They contacted 
most of the community councils or trusts in their areas (approx. 62), gaining information and building 
trust. Some volunteer workdays were arranged with these groups including path works on Skye and 
Wester Ross, vegetation clearance in Nairn and beach cleans in Dornie, Glen Brittle and Ullapool.  
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Many land managers were contacted and discussions were had regarding managing visitors on their 
sites to co- ordinate any actions and provide assistance. The Access Rangers created Whats App 
groups with Forestry & Land Scotland, Nature Scot and National Trust for Scotland rangers in specific 
areas. This greatly improved co-operation and co-ordinated their patrols.  

The OAM was involved in weekly Visitor Management Operations groups in North and South 
Highland, reporting and co-ordinating actions with other Council services, emergency services and 
land managers. After establishing a Highland Ranger Managers Group in 2021 this continued through 
2022 on a more infrequent basis. There was also regular contact with the other ranger partners 
within the council area. The OAM also attended the monthly national Visitor Management Strategy 
Co-ordination Group and the VM Operational sub group. He submitted fortnightly RAG reports to the 
national Visitor Management Strategy Group for the North Coast 500 and Arisaig/Morar areas.  

Site Improvement Works & Maintenance  

The Rangers were able to undertake a number of tasks that improved popular visitor sites. Some of 
this was maintenance works whilst other work was to reduce damage caused by vehicles or people. 
Where possible contact was made with local groups and involved volunteers. These projects were 
done at Poolewe, Gairloch, Glenbrittle, Mallaig, Dingwall, Chanonry Point, Dornie, Gruinard, Thurso, 
Dores and Durness.  

Communications  

An ideal way on reporting and contact for the public has still not been established. However, the 
generic email address continued and was often used to inform the Ranger team of incidents or for 
general queries was set up as a stop-gap but remained the main way for people to report or contact 
the Rangers. Some rangers having worked with the Council over winter were in place at Easter and on 
the IT system, others took some time to be set up and these messages had to be forwarded by the 
OAM or Access Officers. Eventually the Rangers received Council email addresses and were able to 
make direct contact. There were similar delays in issuing of phones.  
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A Facebook account for the Ranger team was also set up. This become a good way to issue 
information & advice and show the work of the Rangers. The page had achieved 5000 followers by 
July. The maximum reach by a single post was 135,494 people with 9 others reaching over 10,000. 
Some posts caused some controversy but when further explanation was given overwhelming support 
was achieved. During the season a number of press releases were issued to give updates on the 
teams progress and this was reported in the Inverness Courier, Ross-shire Journal and other local 
papers.  

During July and August a Purple Productions TV crew filmed some of the Ranger activity to be 
included within a Channel 4 documentary on the North Coast 500. This was agreed to on condition of 
highlighting responsible behaviour along with the challenges.  

Support and Moving Forward  

The Access Ranger team has received numerous compliments and messages of support from local 
residents and visitors. This has been directly by word of mouth, email and Facebook posts. This 
support has also been recognised by Highland Council Ward Members, particularly after The OAM 
and Rangers gave a series of presentations to almost all the Ward areas within The Highland Council.  

Reports and updates of the Rangers actions and progress was made to several Highland Council 
Committees, notably the Infrastructure & Economy Committee and Area Committees who 
unanimously commended the Ranger team on the difference they were making to our local 
communities and countryside.  

This year’s team of 22 Access Ranger & Site Warden staff have been able to make an even greater 
difference to visitor management within the Highlands. Total visitor numbers appear to be almost 
33% higher than in 2021 and they were able to speak to twice as many visitors and co-operate with 
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many more local organisations. The phasing in of the team over three months also appeared to be 
successful with an earlier presence but not being over staffed in quieter periods. However having to 
recruit the majority of the team every spring is time and resource consuming on the Access team, 
particularly the Outdoor Access Manager. It can mean a loss of continuity and experience after each 
season and having to equip, train and set-up new staff into the Council’s IT and payroll systems each 
year can lead to delays in operation. The ability to retain five Rangers over winter in 2021/22 was a 
great advantage and enabled those staff to be ready for the Easter holidays. This year we are trying a 
different method by retaining 8 Rangers part-time over winter, this allows a slightly larger team to 
remain within the Council’s systems and be fully equipped, ready to return to full time work in April 
2023.  

Unfortunately, there is great uncertainty about allocations of the Council budget for 2023/24 and at 
the present time it is unknown if the Access Ranger team will be recruited and available for the 
summer season.  

As some of the Council’s visitor management funding for 2022/23 allocated to Rangers remains, we 
have been able to employ 8 Rangers, on a part-time basis for a further 5 months over the winter 
season. Three Rangers will produce and begin to implement a number of Location Action Plans for 
Assynt, Applecross & Lochcarron and Chanonry Point. All the Rangers will carry out site improvements 
on a number of heavily visited sites and core paths such as Duntelchaig, Foyers, Gruinard, Melvich, 
Ardvreck, Applecross, Chanonry Point and signposting around Skye. They will continue working and 
liaising with communities and land managers to improve visitor sites in preparation for future years.  

 

Philip Waite, Outdoor Access Manager  

28 November 2022  
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APPENDIX 1 
Issues of Concern in Highland Areas Caithness  

• Car Parks at Duncansby Head, Whaligoe Steps  
• Parking on access road to Dunnet Head.  
• Parking at Red Point/ Drumhollister. Dangerous roadside parking, current fencing not 

improved issue.  
• Path upgrade required at Duncansby Head  
• No toilets at/near Whailgoe and Ousdale Broch  
• A99 traffic management near Whaligoe  

Sutherland & Easter Ross  

• Car parks at Ceannabeinne, Balnakiel, Oldshoremore, Bonar bridge, Melvich beach, 
Ardvreck,Inchnadamph, Tarbetness, Portmahomack beach- all candidates for ITP.  
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• Coach parking and extension at Smoo Cave.  
• Improvements to car park surfacing and picnic sites at Oldshoremore, Bonar Bridge, Tarbet 

Ness  
• Toilets required at/near Caennabeinne.  
• Path improvements at Caennabeeinne, Bonar Bridge  
• Motorhome waste disposal needed in Durness area.  

Wester Ross & Lochalsh  

• Car Parks at Achnahaird, Mellon Udrigle, Gairloch Beach, Redpoint, Applecross, Lochacarron, 
Torridon- all candidates for ITP.  

• Parking areas need improvement at Wailing Widow Falls, Achmelvich, Achnahaird, Bone 
Caves, Stac Pollaidh, Gairloch Harbour, Kintail  

• Path improvements at Wailing Widow Falls  
• Toileting issues along A87 Kintail and A890.  

Isle of Skye  

• Car parks at Lealt, Glen Brittle, Coral Beach, Kilt Rock, Elgol, Duntruim- all candidates for ITP  
• Parking areas at Neist Point, Elgol, Staffin slipway, Duntruim, Fairy Glen, and Sleat need 

improvement or  

signing.  

• Ferry terminal parking capacity issues at Uig and Sconser  
• Road improvements needed in Glen Brittle on approach to Fairy Pools and road end.  
• Public toilets needed north of Staffin, Coral Beach, Neist Point.  

Lochaber  

• Car Parks at Ballachulish peninsula, Laggan Locks, Traigh, Camusdarroch, Glen Etive- 
candidates for ITP  

• Parking improvement needed at Cuil Bay and Kintail  
• Public toilets at Ballachulish need improvement. Also issues in Glen Garry and Tougal 

(opening)  
• Bins and waste issues at Glen Garry, Loch Lochy and Camusdarroch.  
• Path improvements needed at Tougal.  
• Shuttle bus services would be advantageous at Glen Etive, Glen Nevis, Aridaig/Morar  

Inner Moray Firth  

• Car parks at Silverbridge, South Souter – candidates for ITP  
• Parking improvement needed at Nairn (signs), Chanonry Point (signs, height barrier), 

Rosemarkie, Dores,  

Newhall Point, Jemimaville, Lochindorb(height barrier)  

• Bins & waste issues at Secret Beach, Dores, Alturlie. 18  
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