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Foreword 

 

ñReports that say that something hasn't happened are always interesting to me, because, as we know, there are known knowns: 

there are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns: that is to say we know there are some things we do 

not know. But there are also unknown unknowns: the ones we don't know we don't know. And if one looks throughout the history of 

our country and other free countries, it is the latter category that tends to be the difficult one ...ò 

 

Donald Rumsfeld, USA Secretary for Defense (and talented epistemologist), February 2002 

 

(He was speaking about weapons of war, but this [precautionary] principle also applies to ecology and land management.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Introduction & Summary 

 

When it was announced in October 2015 in The Northern Times that Coul Links Ltd proposed a golf course within Loch Fleet SSSI, Special Protection Area and Ramsar 

wetland, I didnôt think the proposal would gain the traction, propaganda coverage and popularity that it did, particularly in the light of Trump Golfôs conservation failures 

and economic exaggerations at Foveran Links SSSI, since denotified because of the loss of most of its special conservation interest. Nonetheless, as a local ecological 

surveyor and nature photographer opponent to the Coul Links golf course, becoming increasingly familiar with Coulôs biodiversity and character, I thought from the outset 

that it would be useful to document some of the geomorphology and wildlife, protected by those legal designations, to inform others of what is threatened and to counter 

local press positivity about a destructive development on an internationally important site, a controversy since largely ignored by The English Papers. 

This is voluntary work, and it is no way a comprehensive document of the habitats and species present on Coul Links. As a photographer I tend to concentrate on the 

subjects that appeal to me aesthetically, scenically or are potentially saleable, and donôt involve too much time and considerable effort, such as macro photography, and 

battling unsuitable weather and sea breezes. Many of the growing number of over 1400 species recorded on Coul Links are inconspicuous for much of the time and 

require time-consuming, specialised knowledge and identification skills. This shouldnôt lead developers to presume the species are not there or disparage the site as 

being less biodiverse, or in poorer ecological condition than it is, or ignore the real reasons for recent management neglect, or forget that nature is dynamic, and that 

species can colonise habitats that are in favourable natural or semi-natural condition. Site visits in late autumn to early spring might lead to a presumption that the site is 

less biodiverse than it really is, so it is useful to be reminded about what Coul Links is like in various seasons. 

I am also certain that much of the local public, including those of political influence, is being misled by wishful thinking, by claims of environmental friendliness and 

enhancements from golf management, earlier promoted in the press (uncorrected by inadequate national coverage), and by perverse notions of Biodiversity Net Gain 

(cut and paste óecologyô). I write more about this in my various objections to Highland Council and my two petitions for local opposition group Not Coul.  

I was asked by Dr Tom Dargie, Not Coulôs lead ecologist, a national expert on dunes and wetlands, in spring 2024, to repeat my photographs submitted by Not Coul to 

the earlier Public Inquiry, to document if there are any subsequent changes. Each of the follow-up photographs, with the exception of some plant portraits that cannot be 

relocated, has a grid reference (some approximate). All are dated. My retaking of photographs has mainly been done in summer 2024, so I cannot provide many 

corresponding pictures in other seasons. In the comparison photographs, I have tried to match the original viewpoint, camera, lens, focal length and dates as closely as 

possible, but in late autumn to spring pictures I show the seasonal contrasts with summer. 

The vegetational changes between photographs show that succession is slow, but for local Gorse and birches encroachment in the dune heath. I expected Rosebay 

Willowherb to increase in the non-SSSI links after an accidental fire in March 2020, but its dominant patches on the non-SSSI links are almost the same. However, 

erosion of the foredune slope, a natural sea defence and important biodiverse habitat (for plants and insects), mainly since November 2023, is pronounced, 

particularly along the south of the Coul Links part of the SSSI and the biodiverse non-SSSI links near Embo. Some is in close proximity to some of the proposed golf 

course, Holes 15 and 18, which alone should require a return to the golf design drawing board. Half of the golf market at Coul is anticipated to be from the USA, at a time 

when people should sensibly be rationing air travel to reduce climate chaos, to preserve the environment, settlements, society and economies. The development team 

publicity from the current applicant, Communities for Coul, claims that only tees and greens will be recontoured and fairways not, which appears disingenuous when one 

examines the golf design and the hummocky topography evident in many of these photographs. Intensively mowing natural and semi-natural vegetation will destroy it.  

The less we know about the habitats and species and their complex, often poorly understood, interrelationships, which is the subject of Ecology, the less insensitive new 

artificial golf development proposals for such a special, biodiverse and mostly natural site will appear. In my long experience as an ecological surveyor, I have often 

found that developers wish that ecologists, naturalists and ónewt countersô didnôt find too much biodiversity to hinder their idea of óprogressô, which can leave wildlife and 

most of the public much the poorer when alternative and more appropriate sites could be found that donôt involve destroying wonderful natural heritage. 

Andrew Weston 
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1a) 20.06.2017. Kidney Vetch on non-SSSI óBig Duneô summit, facing north to links SSSI & Embo Beach. Loch Fleet inlet, Ben Bhraggie (397 m), Golspie and Dunrobin Castle in centre distance. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1b) 20.06.2024. NH 81709 93247. Erosion by sea and human trampling has reduced extent & vegetation of the óBig Duneô summit and coastal face. Kidney Vetch, the only foodplant of conservation 

priority Small Blue butterfly, is just one of the casualties. Proposed Hole 15 Green and Tee is inland of this dune, which has a limited lifespan at current rates of erosion and deposition.   



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2a) 19.07.2016. Cluain Burn at Embo Beach with Marram on óBig Duneô foot. The burn outlet is of mobile position and inland roughly forms Loch Fleet SSSIôs southern boundary. 



 

 
2b) 23.07.2024. NH 81677 93313. Stagnant Cluain Burn outlet at Embo Beach, with Lyme-grass, eroded Marram and Sea Rocket at dune foot. 



 

 
3a) 06.07.2018. Sandcastles on Embo Beach, adjacent to Coul Links non-SSSI. Cluain Burn outlet is in left middle distance. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3b) 29.07.2024. NH 81803 93013. Compared to 2018, an eroded dune face (left), and shallower beach sand, with more exposed rocks. Childrenôs beach shoes and Yorkshire terrier for scale. 



 

 

3c) 12.09.2024. Sandstone outcrops on Embo Beach and foredune erosion (centre left). 



 

 

4b)! 12.09.2024. Foredune vegetation loss (left) mainly resulting from Storm Ciar§n on 2 & 3 November 2023 and equinoctial tides in spring 2024. SSSI in middle distance. Deckchair for scale. 



 

 
 
 
 
 

4a left) 
08.06.2018. 

Birdôs-foot Trefoil, 
a valuable 

Lepidoptera food 
and nectar plant, 
until recently, most 
abundant on the 
non-SSSI foredune 
between Embo to 
SSSI foredune 
opposite Coul 
Farm. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4c right) 
20.06.2024. NH 
81776 93031. 
Recently exposed 
rocks and, in the 
middle distance, 
the same foredune 
face, eroded by 
Storm Ciar§n on 2 
& 3 November 
2023 and 

equinoctial tides in 
spring 2024.  

 
 
 
 


