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Not Coul Factsheet 

A COUL HOODWINK1 EXPOSED 

Material here is based on the professional knowledge and experience of Not Coul members, supporters and legal 

advisers. Factsheets are used to explain more complex matters and to fact check Communities for Coul material.  

 
It uses: 

• in-depth familiarity with the Coul Links site for decades, as well as most dunes and machair in Britain 

• deep knowledge of the attempt to impose a golf development on supposedly-protected land at Coul 

• years of experience in using evidence to unpick disinformation2 in the developer case. 

 
Not Coul does its best to be factually correct. It avoids exaggeration and obfuscation in giving opinion. 

 
Not Coul exposes and calls out disinformation and greenwash. These are now so commonplace in the developer case for 

golf at Coul that finding real merit in that idea is now difficult. Any individual developer or organisation using such tactics 

so obviously and repeatedly must be suspect. Such behaviour is a good sign that Communities for Coul (C4C) is 

probably an astroturfing operation3. There is now direct evidence that 2016 to 2020 developers are behind C4C. 

 
Our main aim is simple; conservation of an environment that really, really matters to the world.  The debate is a wide one and 

requires analysis of environmental and community issues relevant to SE Sutherland, the Highlands, Scotland and, yes, 

even the planet. 

 
Please let us know if there is anything here which you know is erroneous. Not Coul is willingto admit proven error and 

publish corrections if we are wrong.  Contact us via www.notcoul.org 

 

SUMMARY 

 
1. This Factsheet exposes an elaborate environmental hoodwink. The deception is made in the 

2022 Communities for Coul (C4C) Scoping Report 4 and in C4C social media. The trick is 

constructed using repeated disinformation and promotion of damaging methods, wrongly 

describing them as “good for the environment”. 

2. The developer’s information is tested repeatedly by Not Coul. So far, it fails the honesty test. 

3. A key proposal to mow existing vegetation to produce fairways has been examined in 

detail. That activity will destroy dune heath and instead will create erosion. Other mown 

‘pseudo’ dune habitat will produce a poor-quality grass surface at the expense of Coul 

dune grassland types which are probably unique in the UK. 

4. The hoodwink was first tried in 2017. It was designed to gain support from local people and 

Highland Councillors, on the basis that technical environmental reports (from both sides of 

the argument) would not be read or fully understood. 

5. The hoodwink strategy is being repeated in 2022 but with more ambition. In addition to the 

non-existent threat of invasive species, great damage will be created by mowing existing 

vegetation to create fairways. This scheme is the exact opposite of environmentally-friendly. 

 

1 Deceive, trick, dupe, fool, mislead, befool 
2 Wikipedia: “false information that is spread deliberately to deceive people”. 
3 Wikipedia: “Astroturfing is the practice of masking the sponsors of a message or organization to make it 

appear as though it [i.e. C4C in this case] originates from and is supported by grassroots participants”. 
4 Available under 22/01330/SCOP at Simple Search (highland.gov.uk) 

http://www.notcoul.org/
http://www.notcoul.org/
https://wam.highland.gov.uk/wam/
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HOODWINK ORIGINS 

 
2017 - 2018 
The first suspicion of a hoodwinking operation by developers wanting golf on protected land at Coul 

Links occurred in two public presentations in October 2017. These were led by the developer in 

Dornoch and Embo, three weeks after the first planning application had been submitted. 

 
Misleading information was fed repeatedly to both public audiences. It was quickly recognised as 

obvious disinformation by some Not Coul members. Two were professional habitat surveyors with 

decades of experience, familiar with land management history at Coul Links, dune ecology, 

environmental legislation and the role and duties of Scottish Natural Heritage. 

 
The developers’ website also had inaccurate information. Much of the disinformation was not within 

the developers’ 2017 Environmental Statement, where it might have been challenged by statutory 

consultees. Its main use was only for local consumption. 

 
Not Coul spent weeks of time challenging the disinformation, mainly on social media and using a 

petition and advertisements in regional newspapers. 

 
An example of a 2018 Not Coul rebuttal is at the end of this document. It shows the detail that Not 

Coul can achieve as part of dismantling the deceit used by developers. It was aimed at a whole page 

of disinformation published on the developer’s website. That was written by the Coul Links Golf Ltd 

Project Manager, appointed to guide the golf course construction. (N.B. Some web links in the Not 

Coul rebuttal do not now work – key websites are now defunct.) 

 
Challenges from Not Coul, once made, were ignored in 2017-18 and mostly since. The golf 

developers and C4C do not want an open debate, particularly locally. 

 

 
2017 Disinformation 

 
The photos on the next page show three important presentation slides used in public meetings in 

Dornoch and Embo in October 2017. Environmental information regarded by Not Coul as seriously 

misleading is shown on the right. 

 
In 2017 this misleading information was intended to trick a non-specialist audience into supporting 

the planning application. There was no questioning allowed of the environmental case in the 

presentations. Anyone critical of any part of the project was referred to long waits in queues for 

expert opinion, one-to-one queries, in the short time available after the presentation. It was all 

absolutely one-sided, completely controlled. There was no open debate. 

 
That control of the presentations worked. The developers’ post-meeting press release is appended 

here. They have been claiming overwhelming support ever since. 

 
The long list of environmental findings produced by the 2019 PLI Report show that the 

environmental case for the developers, in technical documents and expert evidence, was fatally 

flawed. 2017 developer statements on doing “little or no environmental harm” or having “no 

significant adverse effect” were shown to be very wrong. 

 
It is unlikely that the 2019 PLI Report has been read in any detail by most local people or wider 

supporters of golf. This allows a second application to be started without increased opposition. 

http://www.notcoul.org/
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2017 Consultation* Meeting Photos 

 
*N.B. planning application already 

submitted in September, 

so not proper consultations 

Important errors 

and misleading statements 
 

Not Coul suggests these are mainly deliberate, 

designed to create the illusion to non-specialist local 

audiences that the Coul SSSI sector is in a very bad 

way and has ‘never been properly managed’ 

 

Error: SSSI notified in 1975, again in 1984, not 1988 

 
“No Site Management Plan (SMP) since 1988 

designation” Wrong : Scottish Wildlife Trust (SWT) 

operated its own Coul Links SMP from 1985 to 2010. 

SWT had a management agreement with the Coul 

landowners for that period, involving a SMP. 

 
“Virtually no investment or attention by SNH, RSPB, 

SWT or NGOs” 

Wrong : Scottish Wildlife Trust was fully involved 

with SNH assistance via a 25-year management 

agreement from 1985 to 2010. That was 

considerable investment. 

 
“SSSI has no SMP and is deteriorating” 

Wrong or misleading on multiple counts 

 
A Site Management Statement (SMS) is the correct 

document for listing conservation objectives and 

features. It is stated as such in 2004 legislation. 

 
In addition to the 1985-2010 SWT SMP, there is 

probably another SMP for ground under a 

management agreement at Balblair Wood, 

elsewhere within the SSSI. So, there were TWO 

SMPs operating in the SSSI. 

 
Misleading: Any deterioration is localised. Is it 

significant deterioration – NO. Is it easily remedied – 

YES. Why has that not been done, as advised in 

current SMS? Because the landowners had not 

agreed any management (and therefore SMP) since 

2010. It suits the owners-developers to let the land 

deteriorate and then complain about it. 

 
“Consistent environmental decline - invasive species 

and mis-use” 

Misleading: No definition of decline, detail of 

invasive species or mis-use. No thorough analysis of 

habitat change over time. No mention that the 

worst decline was in 1975, when the forestry was 

planted, replacing mainly dune heath. Yes, there has 

been misuse of protected land, all the responsibility 

of the landowners. The current landowner is a golf 

developer. He is responsible for the misuse. 

 
“Invasive Species Remediation and Management” 

Misleading: no detail given at meeting or in 2017 EIA 

documents, so no opportunity to assess likely 

success or potential dangers to Coul Nature. 

 

 

http://www.notcoul.org/
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Hoodwinking since 2020 

 
Using supposed local support to ignore a government refusal 

The untested 2017-2019 ‘overwhelming local support’ idea was used very soon after planning 

refusal by Scottish Ministers in 2020, to attack the February 2020 government decision. 

 
A local Councillor, Mr Jim McGillivray, then Chairman of the Embo Trust (a co-developer, with an equity 

holding with Coul Links Ltd), publicly derided the government decision in February and March 2020. 

 
His angry protestations in the local press were supposedly based on overwhelming local support. He 
appeared to have no respect for the Inquiry process. 

 
The developers at that time were regrouping. They plotted a strategy early in 2020, during Covid 

lockdown, for a second planning application. 

 
Councillor McGillivray started the regrouping process with a Scoping Application for TWO golf 

courses in the summer of 2020. It mentioned a local community group would undertake the 

development. Incredibly, Mr McGillivray used the subterfuge of a defunct junior football and 

athletics club as the name under which to make the application. Highland Council responded stating 

that the application would need an EIA and could not start the planning process within two years of 

the initial refusal. 

 
See 20/02820/SCRE under Highland Council ePlanning Simple Search (highland.gov.uk) for details. 

 
Communities for Coul emerged as that ‘community’ group early in 2021 and has been the main 

applicant organisation since. This supposed ‘community’ group is in fact a limited company and until 

March 2022 Scoping documentation there were few details of benefits to named communities or 

groups. As it is, information on community benefits remains scant. 

 
Two directors have businesses in the Dornoch area relying on high-end golf tourism. A third is 

President of Brora Golf Club. As stated at the start of this Factsheet Not Coul is reasonably certain 

that Communities for Coul is in fact an astroturfing front for the 2017-2020 Coul golf developers. 

 
‘Overwhelming local support’ has now been turned into the strong feelings of the ‘local community’ 

about their will and desire for Coul Links being refused by a remote, central government. This is the 

2021-onwards page-purpose statement for Communities for Coul, on Facebook (it is not on their 

website Communities for Coul – Creating prospects. Protecting places. (communities4coul.scot)): 
 

“Communities around the Dornoch Firth were dealt a grave disservice by the Scottish Govt's refusal 

to allow an environmentally sensitive, world-class golf course at Coul Links. We intend to put forward 

a new planning application and ask for fresh thinking.” 
Communities4Coul | Facebook 

 

The statement that the 2017 application was environmentally sensitive is untrue. The evidence for 

that being simply wrong is in the results published in the Coul Links PLI report. Those results 

unequivocally show that the 2017 golf course proposal would have been environmentally 

damaging, and seriously so.  

It is C4C in fact that is dealing a grave disservice to local communities, not the Scottish Government. 

C4C is disseminating misinformation within SE Sutherland and Easter Ross communities. That 

cannot be disputed, except by denying the findings of two highly experienced PLI Reporters 

covering a four-week Inquiry. 

http://www.notcoul.org/
https://wam.highland.gov.uk/wam/
https://www.communities4coul.scot/
https://www.facebook.com/Communities4Coul
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The 2021 C4C mandate: Zoom session preparations 

So-called ‘town-hall’ sessions (four) were held for people in Golspie, Brora, Embo and Dornoch in 

May 2021 to promote a second golf application. Each involved a local meeting chair and a director 

from Communities for Coul. They also included Mr Edward Abel Smith, the Coul landowner. 

 
A forthcoming ballot in June 2021 was mentioned in each session. This was stated as a ballot to 

deliver a mandate to C4C to prepare a second golf planning application. 

 
Questions relating to the golf development were submitted online for each session and answered by 

C4C or Mr Abel Smith. Various people from Not Coul made submissions to the Brora and Golspie 

sessions in the first week and some were answered online, but others were not. 

 
All four online meetings closed early, saying that all questions submitted had been answered. Not so, 

as at least three sessions had received unanswered questions, all on matters of opposition. It was 

clear that anything likely to be difficult was not presented for an answer online. 

 
The careful control of these sessions was tested by Not Coul. For the Dornoch meeting in the second 

week, several easy questions were put on Not Coul Facebook in advance and these were also 

submitted in the session and answered. A different more trying question was also submitted in the 

session and was not asked nor, of course, was it answered. 

 
For Embo, another set of questions was put up in advance on Not Coul Facebook but a different set 

was submitted live in the session. Only the Not Coul Facebook questions were asked by the chair 

(Councillor McGillivray) and answered by the C4C Director or Mr Abel Smith. The live session actual 

submissions were ignored. 

 
This shows that the Not Coul reaction to the sessions via Facebook was being carefully monitored. It 

also showed that anything C4C regarded as difficult, undermining their hoodwinking script, was 

ignored. C4C was not willing to give answers to a live submission known to be from Not Coul. 

 

 
The C4C mandate: Coul Times propaganda to hoodwink local populace 

In the run-up to the ballot, the Northern Times local paper carried a full page advert for the 

proposed golf scheme and its guesswork benefits, including misinformation. 

 
In addition, a four-page ‘newspaper’ entitled Coul Times was distributed to all households within local 

postcodes in SE Sutherland, each with a leading links golf course. This is included at the end of this 

document. 

 
An unpublished Not Coul letter to the Northern Times protested about Coul Times misleading and 

disingenuous content. It is appended here after the Coul Times material, as a critique of some 

disinformation in propaganda content. 

http://www.notcoul.org/
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The C4C mandate: the ballot hoodwink, bias and local protest 

Ballot papers were distributed to all names on the electoral roll for just three local post codes, each 

with a powerful golf club. The papers probably went to roughly 35% of the electorate5 within the 

Area of Maximum Economic Benefit shown on the front of the Coul Times. The majority of the MEB 

electorate was disenfranchised. 

 
A lengthy time was allowed for voting. As a major deviation from best practice, ballot papers 

included a leading question and were accompanied by a biased C4C propaganda sheet asking for a 

“yes” vote. This was shoddy practice, against the accepted norms for running a community ballot 

in Scotland. The propaganda sheet and a ballot paper are added to this Factsheet. 

 
Not Coul received a number of local complaints about blatant bias. It heard that potential voters had 

torn up the voting details in disgust. There were also complaints about not having a ballot paper and not 

being in one of the selected post codes. 

 
Not Coul received phone calls from people that had complained by telephone to the balloting firm, 

Civica. Others calling Civica were not answered. Others had written to the firm asking for an 

explanation of a reputable balloting firm enclosing the C4C propaganda sheet, but received no reply. 

 
Several complaints were made in the local paper about bias and infringement of community ballot 

best practice. 

 
All ballot letters published in the Northern Times are added here after Coul Times material. 

 
The inevitable YES majority was announced and emphasised as a mandate by Communities for Coul. 

It was a mandate gained by a process that was clearly not fair and obviously designed for a pre- 

determined outcome. 

 
Details of the majority voting are not given here. This reflects the Not Coul view that this ballot was 

organised as a hoodwink, set up to deceive the third of the local electorate lucky enough to get a 

ballot paper. It is not a fair portrayal of local opinion because it was based on misinformation. 

 
There was little hoodwinking activity by Communities for Coul for the rest of 2021 following the 

biased ballot. 

 
In late October 2021 there was Northern Times and C4C criticism of Brora Community Council. Some 

Council members had stated it was unable to write a letter in support of a C4C second application, 

due to concerns of some individual council members about the environmental effects of a golf 

development at Coul. 

 
A member of Not Coul was later asked if he was willing to talk about that theme to the Council early 

in 2022. Tom Dargie agreed to do that but a formal invitation with a date was not issued. It is 

presumed that C4C had declined to take part in the discussion. If that is the reason, it shows C4C 

evasion of scrutiny by open discussion and scrutiny. Local opinion remains carefully controlled by 

C4C and its backers. The local newspaper is a supporter of the Coul Links Golf project and is 

resistant to consideration of other views. 
 
 
 

5 The Not Coul electorate proportion estimate is based on Household Reference Persons totals in four 

postcode sectors published for the 2011 Census: KW10 6* (744), IV19 1 (2196), IV20 1 (1318), IV25 3* (1129). 

*Local postcode sector with powerful golf club. Other sectors are also SE Sutherland and Dornoch Firth areas. 

http://www.notcoul.org/
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The March 2022 Scoping Request and a hoodwink step-change in disinformation 

 
We come to the present day, refurbishment and reinforcement of the environmental hoodwink, in 

C4C material submitted at the start of the planning process. This is now designed to ease Highland 

Council and NatureScot approval of a proposed golf course. 

 
NatureScot’s job is to provide evenhanded and unprejudiced advice on the Nature interest to a 

planning applicant, up until submission of the planning application. Thereafter, NatureScot becomes 

a formal consultee and can declare its own position. In 2017/2018 it maintained an objection long 

after the 2017 planning application was submitted. 

 
The planning process has been started formally by an application supposedly submitted by 

Communities for Coul, implying a tilted balance towards the Community. The application asks for 

a Scoping Opinion for material to be included in an Environmental Impact Assessment Report 

(EIAR), to accompany a planning application later in 2022. 

 
See 22/021330/SCOP under Highland Council ePlanning Simple Search (highland.gov.uk) for the C4C 

Scoping Report by Ness Planning. A critique by Not Coul is available there, with documents by RSPB, 

Plantlife, Buglife and SWT, plus responses from statutory council and environmental consultees. 

 
There is one big surprise in that Scoping Report. The planning consultancy representing C4C, Ness 

Planning, is not given as author/client for the document submitted to Highland Council. The 

document ‘Properties’ names Edward Abel Smith, Coul landowner and developer, as author. Why a 

surprise? EAS had stated publicly in 2021 videos in advance of the ballot that he is acting 

separately from the C4C group, uninvolved in their golf planning application. But he clearly is 

involved. 

 
This suggests that Mr Abel Smith is using C4C as a front, for what might be his own development. He 

might be aided by others of the 2017 developers. The C4C development has been portrayed 

locally, and now voted on, as a community-based initiative. But it is not. This strongly suggests 

astroturfing. 

 
The C4C scoping document repeats the following hoodwinking details as variants of 2017 and 2021: 

 
• adverse effects from an increase ‘in occurrence’ of invasive species (p4) 

• that ongoing ‘decline in vegetation’ will continue without intervention (p4) 

• names three example species responsible for decline: Burnet Rose, Meadowsweet and 

Bracken (p4). These species start alarm bells ringing. The first two are keystone species 

supporting much biodiversity at Coul and are not invasive. Removing these two species 

could collapse nature conservation interest at Coul Links. For example, the very large 

expanse of Meadowsweet at Coul potentially supports much of the invertebrate interest 

of the site via its supply of pollen, nectar and host plant material. The document states 

that (unspecified) remediation will halt the deterioration. Instead it could precipitate 

drastic decline. Bracken too has biodiversity interest, for Coul Lepidoptera and Stonechat. 

  

http://www.notcoul.org/
https://wam.highland.gov.uk/wam/
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Much new hoodwinking detail is included in the C4C Scoping Report, as well as important 

information excluded or not explained in detail. Here is a long list: 

 
• There is only limited mention (p6) of a second golf course (14-hole par-3) proposed near 

Embo. There is no mention of the habitat and species destruction and damage from that 

additional course. See 20/02820/SCRE for a hand-drawn map using Highland Council 

ePlanning Simple Search (highland.gov.uk). Not Coul has captured the course into GIS. 

• There is no mention of a luxury eco-lodge hotel inland of but close to the SSSI, with no 

details yet of its potential effect on the quality of groundwater travelling into the SSSI. See 

21/02644/FUL using Highland Council ePlanning Simple Search (highland.gov.uk). 

• There is mention of remediation based on work currently being overseen by NatureScot at 

Coul and Skibo (p4). However, it fails to state that the remediation does not involve Burnet 

Rose and Meadowsweet at either site, so there is no local experience for dealing with those 

two species. That is unsurprising, given their species importance as keystones for 

biodiversity. 

• Mention of Scotland’s 2020 Challenge (p4) fails to say that this is a 2013 policy initiative, well 

out-of-date and with most targets not achieved. As part of that Challenge, adverse effects of 

invasive species on natives are stated. C4C fails to mention that the invasive species in that 

challenge are INNS (Invasive Non-Native Species). That excludes all those named so far by 

C4C as invasive at Coul. Also, Coul has a small number of INNS, and, so far, C4C has failed to 

name any or evaluate their threat. Also, C4C fails to mention that the Scottish Government 

has replaced the 2020 Challenge with an ambitious 2030 target (30% of land for nature by 

2030), with much increased ring-fenced funding after the failure of the previous policy. 

• The site area is stated as reduced (p5). It is not: for proposed golf on protected land, it is the 

same for the critical Coul dunes sector as in the 2017 application. 

• Holes 2, 4, 5 and 16 are repositioned supposedly to avoid the most valuable dune heath (p5). 

These hole changes only produce new problems. 

• Moved Hole 2 still includes dune lichen heath. That is part of the best dune lichen site (Loch 

Fleet SSSI) in the UK, perhaps the best in Europe. Mowing would likely destroy the dune 

lichen heath in the Hole 2 footprint. 

• Moved Hole 4 first fairway is now sited on dune slack and wet woodland habitat, so new 

damage and destruction to a nationally-rare habitat is threatened. It has been freshly 

cleared of much birch by the management agreement with NatureScot. The second 

fairway has dune heath, including dune lichen interest. 

• Moved Hole 5 has good dune heath, including the rarest type at Coul, with Crowberry. 

Mowing could eradicate the Crowberry. It is very close to a new location discovered in 2021 

by NatureScot for Coralroot Orchid. This plant could be easily destroyed by golfers searching 

for lost balls. This nationally scarce and declining orchid is unusual. It is a fragile saprophyte, 

obtaining most of its nutrients from Creeping Willow via a fungal intermediate and not from 

photosynthesis. It flowers in May and June. It had not been seen at Coul since 1995. It could 

be lost to golfer trampling unless it is protected by an unsightly fence which itself could 

create uncertain change for the host-saprophyte environment (e.g. microclimate change). 

• Hole 16 has been moved to avoid destruction of rare dune Juniper, not dune heath as stated by 

C4C. Some dune Juniper will still be lost on Hole 16 and more on Hole 10 too. That is what is 

meant by ‘minimise juniper to be affected’ on p5: rare dune Juniper will still be destroyed. 

  

http://www.notcoul.org/
https://wam.highland.gov.uk/wam/
https://wam.highland.gov.uk/wam/
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• There is a bald statement that fairways will be mown (p5), implying they will retain their 

dune habitats. The text states lichens and other species will flourish. This is outrageously 

disingenuous. Most lichens are destroyed by mowing, they do not ‘flourish’. Existing dune 

habitats of SSSI quality will be badly damaged or destroyed by mowing. Indeed, mowing 

could be impossible without widespread ecological damage.  

• A similar proposal on p5 to translocate dune heath was discredited at the 2019 PLI. 

• Shooting is stated as ceasing on site but it is still permitted in law on the Coul foreshore. This 

is the same situation as 2017: it is not different. 

• The following p5 statements are disingenuous: “Ephemeral pools and water bodies to be 

avoided through micrositing”; “Shore weed protected by micrositing.” The first fairway of 

Hole 11 has a large dune slack in the landing zone for the first stroke, it is impossible to 

microsite and standing water is likely well past mid-summer. There are many other smaller 

examples (e.g. on moved Hole 4 first fairway, Hole 13 second fairway). Fairways with 

Shoreweed present in quantity are present at three locations on Hole 11 and Hole 13, all 

potentially in landing zones for shots. It is likely that parts of any golf course on this site would 

not be playable until late June or even later every year. 

• Coul Links is far wetter than any other coastal dune system hosting an East Sutherland links 

golf course, or any other links course in Britain for that matter. It is simply too wet for a golf 

course: 30% is wetland and Coul is likely to get wetter in the future due to forecast 

increasing winter rainfall due to climate change6. 

• Statements regarding water abstraction and reduced water use for course irrigation are 

being made without any consideration of climate change, including predicted imminent long 

spells of summer drought for this area, based on very recent NatureScot research7. 

• There is inadequate detail of fairway breaches for natural habitat corridors, or information 

on rough mowing to reduce edge effects and loss of connectivity. Mown fairways and path 

routes shown on the course map suggest that there will be increased loss of connectivity 

compared to the failed 2017 application, due to the moves north for Holes 4 and 5.  

• Away from the golf footprint, there are suggestions of management that can only be 

described as “landscape gardening” to supposedly make Coul biodiversity better. However, 

this could do much harm for a mature site with major existing biodiversity interest. That 

interest has developed naturally in a self-sustaining manner. The gardening will be a move 

from natural to artificial maintenance of any Nature that survives. 

• This seems to be the gardening project list called ‘management’: dynamism exposing bare 

sand in a plan with NatureScot, expanding dune heath, protecting bare and part colonised 

sand to enable lichen establishment, active management to encourage lichen regeneration, 

create new dune slacks, create new habitats around the site, fencing the most valuable 

areas of dune heath, establishing dune heath near Embo. For information, sandy soils near 

Embo are calcareous and will not support dune heath. There is already heath elsewhere near 

Embo (wet and dry forms), developed on acidic stony soil without a sand cover. It is not 

dune heath (it has no Sand Sedge). The second golf course is proposed here.  
 
 
 
 
 
6 Adaptation Scotland :: Climate trends and projections 

7 Kirkpatrick Baird, F., Stubbs Partridge, J. & Spray, D. 2021. Anticipating and mitigating projected climate- 

driven increases in extreme drought in Scotland, 2021-2040. NatureScot Research Report No. 1228. 

http://www.notcoul.org/
https://www.adaptationscotland.org.uk/why-adapt/climate-trends-and-projections
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• There is also excessive management proposed for ground cleared of a coniferous plantation 

in 2012. It is already dominated by a self-sustaining dune system, well into recovery as dune 

heath, dune grassland and dune slack after tree removal. In June 2022 it is alive with high 

densities of ground-nesting birds and has a Northern Brown Argus butterfly population. 

• The main work required in this area is mulching of excessive brash material. That mulching 

would also cut back non-dune bird-dispersed species (Raspberry, Blackcurrant, Blackberry). 

It would be best to retain gorse and birch on the inner edge of the former plantation, beside 

the Core Path, using it as a screen to reduce disturbance to wintering birds using the large 

dune slacks here, particularly SPA Qualifying Species (Wigeon, Teal). 

•  Not Coul offered to do that mulching for the Coul landowner in 2021 using an application 

for the Scottish Government Nature Restoration Fund. The Coul landowner refused 

access permission to do the work and the project could not be progressed. It might be that 

C4C intends to use a copy-cat approach for improving the 20% of this ground which needs 

attention. That would allow complete recovery to a self-sustaining dune system. 

• The overall C4C claim in the Scoping Report is that a long list of changes will be significant, 

bringing long-term integrity to the dune system. Apart from mowing to create fairways, this 

is little or not more than a re-expression of the Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) proposals 

which were made in the 2017 application. This is old wine in an old bottle, with a smart 

new label (C4C Site Management Plan) stuck over “Biodiversity Net Gain”. 

• Those 2017 BNG proposals were deemed unsuitable for use in a protected site by the 

Chartered Institute of Ecology and Environmental Management in a 2019 report. They were 

partly discredited at the 2019 PLI. They were considered insufficient to outweigh the 

damage and habitat loss from imposing a large golf course upon “world-class environmental 

assets”. That was the term used by the 2019 Reporters to describe the notified features in 

the SSSI. 

• All of the so-called Background Details section (p4 and p5) is offered as a substantive set 

of changes, differences from the 2017 failed application. This is the supposed 

justification for making a second planning application. Examined, most ‘changes’ are little 

different to 2017 content. That 2017 application that was refused on multiple 

environmental grounds after the 2019 Inquiry. It therefore follows that a 2022 planning 

application will suffer the same fate: refusal. 

 

 
MOWING 

• The most dramatic change made since 2017 is the C4C proposal to mow fairways without 

changing dune topography or attempting modern methods of fairway construction using 

grass seeding or turfing. Not Coul agrees this might be a key difference. 

• However, mowing has to be achievable and involve no significant risks: i.e. it has to 

truthfully represent an ‘environmentally-friendly’ measure. 

• Mowing of course works on golf lawn grasses. Technically, a lawn mower cuts grasses above 

the apical meristem, the above-ground part of the grass plant from where all leaf growth 

starts. The meristem is not killed by mowing, new growth is certain and can even be 

stimulated by mowing. Short lateral shoots are formed by some grass species or lawn 

varieties (sod-formers), producing what we call lawn turf. Not all grasses are sod-formers. 
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• Importantly, the growing points of dwarf shrubs like heather are not all below mower 

height. All dwarf shrub growing points above ground are removed by mowing. Some heather 

stems could regenerate from the top of root wood but that is not at all certain. Mature and 

old, tall leggy plants are likely to die outright if most aerial biomass is removed in one or 

more cuts. Surviving heathers could be maintained as a very short fairway surface but this 

would probably be very different as a golf playing surface to grass turf. 

• Mown mosses can regenerate if they are not removed by raking or scarification. However, 

moss is not wanted as a fairway turf component. Not Coul assumes that the remarkable high 

moss cover and biomass in Coul habitats will be removed as part of a mowing programme. 

• Mowing, as one major C4C difference from the 2017 application, is now considered in detail 

below by considering each main Coul habitat. 

 

 
Mowing: 1 Dune Heath 

• Dune heath is extensive within the footprint of northern fairways. Heather swards are 

generally tall, mature or old-aged. Younger plants at Coul regenerate in areas killed by 

Heather Beetle, an important natural process of young regrowth. Mowing is certain to 

destroy most of the protective cover of heather stems and the thick moss layer beneath. 

The moss can be 20cm thick or more. Most keystone dune heath species present at 

Coul will therefore probably be killed by mowing: Heather, Bell-heather, Crowberry. 

• Elsewhere, there will be patches of wet heath in transition to dune slack (e.g. the first 

fairway of moved Hole 4) where Cross-leaved heath will be eradicated too by mowing. 

• The thick moss layer will be lost too. It is a key control of temperature and humidity in dry 

and wet heath, so that microclimate will change considerably, becoming hotter and drier. 

For example, Coul dune heath supports a population of Scotland’s smallest orchid, Lesser 

Twayblade, which roots in epiphytic moss covering heather stems. Lesser Twayblade could 

be an important biodiversity loss due to fairway destruction of moss and a much-changed 

microclimate. 

• These are obvious direct ‘significant adverse’ impacts. Existing dune heath structure and 

function will be patchily destroyed and with that site integrity. The PLI established that there 

is no lower limit of habitat loss for site integrity to be threatened: 10%, 1%, 0.1% loss of this 

or that, whatever C4C decides to say in their minimal-impact percentage game. All those 

percentages would be considered a threat to site integrity, grounds for planning refusal. 

• Fairway destruction of heath structure and function would represent widely-distributed 

destruction of Coul EC Priority Habitat types, some containing exceptional dune lichen 

heath. That is most unlikely to flourish by mowing, as stated by C4C (p5, Scoping Report) – a 

clear disingenuous statement. 

• There could also be widespread indirect effects for dune heath fairways. There is very little 

grass in most Coul dune heath and mowing will also destroy the main grass species, Marram. 

Sand Sedge is present and would survive but it does not form a sod and its stiff stems are 

large enough to change the direction of travel of a golf ball. Sand Sedge would not be 

wanted in any quantity. 

• There are no other grasses present in dune heath which will form a high-quality golf fairway 

surface. In addition to Marram, Wavy Hair-grass is the only other species at all common and it 

has very low cover and is unlikely to be sod-forming on the dry, exposed ground at Coul. 
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• The key consequential change after initial mowing will be the exposure of bare sand, after 

dead materials such as the wood of heathers and moss fragments are removed. The sand 

soil of the fairway will then be exposed to wind blow. Erosion and sand deposition will then 

change the surface contours, contrary to the C4C case. 

• Erosion and deposition could spread into adjacent habitats such as international-quality 

dune lichen heath. That would be unplanned and unwanted dynamism. It could require 

unsightly control measures such as lines of paling fencing, directly alongside a supposed 

Championship golf course falsely marketed as a fully-natural environmentally-friendly 

setting. 

• So, in addition to losing dune heath as a habitat, the golf course will not get a playable grass 

surface without significant management intervention (non-heath grass species introduction, 

much-increased watering and fertilising in an area surrounded by habitat requiring nutrient- 

poor conditions). 

• At present those interventions are ruled out in the C4C Scoping Report. Not Coul therefore 

wonders if this whole mowing proposal is a charade, one more hoodwinking device, saying 

one thing to get planning permission, knowing that later they can simply go to NatureScot 

pleading to introduce intervention to manage as golf wants? Knowing too that later, after 

the Coul sector is denotified and removed from the SSSI, they can do just what they want. 

This is what has happened on the Trump International course at Menie Links. 

• Not Coul is confident that mowing will not work within Coul dune heath. It will challenge the 

idea forcefully, particularly the risk of erosion to what is probably part of the best area of 

dune heath in Scotland and perhaps Europe: Loch Fleet SSSI. 

 

 
Mowing: 2 Dune Grassland 

• Dune grassland is the most extensive habitat upon the proposed mown Coul fairways. 

Obviously, some grassland contains sod-forming species which could form a fairway lawn if 

mown. However, most Coul grasslands are likely exceptions. Understanding those 

exceptions and their distribution in Scotland and the UK is essential in estimating mowing 

impact on this habitat. 

• Coul Links has dune grasslands which span the full range of UK conditions. They start near 

the sea with mobile types on rapidly changing topography (so-called yellow dunes), receiving 

much blown calcareous sand. These pass a little inland into semi-fixed types with much less 

sand input (so slow topographic change), then to fully fixed dunes with no sand input. There 

is little surface change over time unless there is much rabbit activity or human management 

has removed scrub. The fixed dunes (so-called grey dunes) also vary with soil, from 

calcareous to acid types reflecting the different ages of the sand beneath, with shell material 

removed over time by leaching. In addition there is also variability due to soil wetness close 

to dune slacks, with intermediate habitat types common there (e.g. grasslands containing 

Creeping Willow). 

• Some grasslands at Coul have been patchily degraded by winter-feeding of cattle with silage. 

That has reduced biodiversity interest due to excessive soil nutrient content. These poorer 

habitats are locally widespread along the inner edge of the Coul SSSI sector, where feeding 

mainly took place, with more frequent occurrences in the north reflecting current and recent 

winter feeding. 
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• These could probably be mown and used as fairways, without significant adverse effects. 

However, most such areas have been avoided by golf course design which uses little of the 

inner edge of SSSI grassland at Coul. Most such grasslands are on Hole 1 fairways within the 

SSSI sector. This is mainly on flat and boring ground, for a supposed Championship course. 

• Ignoring these localised areas degraded by past and present mismanagement, Coul Links has 

the finest range of dune grassland types of any site, SSSI or SSSI/SAC in Scotland. It is 

especially remarkable for its best mature fixed dune grasslands. They dominate at Coul, with 

four key features. 

• Firstly, they have a deep layer of carpet mosses which can make up most of the aerial 

biomass. This layer can be more than 20 cm thick. The dominant moss species act as a 

surface over which smaller herbs scramble and in warm summer weather it is an important 

surface, alive with invertebrates. It is a key structural feature. Mowing and other fairway 

management will destroy this carpet moss layer. 

• Secondly, there is a good cover of Marram, a tall tussocky species which is generally killed by 

regular mowing and which can quickly disappear when it is trampled. Marram extends right 

into the dune grassland interior and is a key structural feature which influences the 

microclimate. It provides a gradient from exposed windy extremes at grass blade-tip to 

sheltered moister conditions near the base of the stem, within the moss layer. That range of 

thermal and humidity microclimates will be used by different invertebrate species and fungi. 

The wide extent and high Marram cover at Coul is explained by past local dune instability, 

with interior bare sand exposed by rabbits and providing sand deposition to maintain high 

Marram densities. Marram Grass is also known as a host plant for Coul invertebrates and 

fungi. 

• Thirdly, Marram is accompanied on both calcareous and less acidic Coul soils by other 

bunch-grasses which are unusual in UK dunes: Meadow Oat-grass and Downy Oat-grass. Like 

Marram, their tussocky trait will be destroyed by regular mowing. These species were not 

mentioned in 2017 vegetation descriptions and were probably confused with the more 

loosely-tufted False Oat-grass which is also common in Moray Firth fixed dunes. 

• The impact of mowing Coul grassland is easily seen by comparing the mown Dornoch Air 

Strip (little or no Oat-grass) with adjacent insect- and orchid-rich mossy Oat-grass cover. This 

distinctive unmown structure has formed here since the land surface was modified and 

levelled in WW2. The managed mown grassland is completely different to the Oat-grass 

dune meadows and is an existing example of the contrasting mown and unmown conditions 

which would exist at Coul with an imposed golf course. 

• Elsewhere in the UK these two Oat-grass species are most characteristic of calcareous 

grasslands, including chalk. At Coul they often have a higher cover than Marram, 

contributing more to aerial biomass. Undisturbed, this combination of three bunch-grasses is 

an important surface for invertebrate life cycles, providing more than Marram alone in 

structure to a varied microclimate. 

• Fourthly, there is a distinctive mix at only Coul of three woody species within this gradient 

from calcareous to acidic dune grassland: Common Rockrose, Burnet Rose and Wild Thyme. 

Only Wild Thyme is common elsewhere on dunes. Common Rockrose is also a species of 

southern calcareous grasslands in the UK. Along with Burnet Rose, it is the food plant of the 

larval stage of important threatened Coul Lepidoptera. Common Rockrose is weak-stemmed 

but has a scrambling trait, trailing over the moss layer and through or up Burnet Rose and 

bunch-grass stems. 
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• Only Wild Thyme is likely to survive mowing, in uncertain quantity. The main fairway sward 

would be dominated by Red Fescue, a sod-forming species but also with a high proportion of 

Ribwort Plantain, Daisy and Cat’s-ear. 

• The other woody species, Common Rockrose and Burnet Rose, would be lost as structural 

aerial features. Burnet Rose could be a persistent problem on mown dune grassland fairways 

because it would sprout from underground suckers unless controlled. That might be the 

main reason why C4C has declared it as an invasive species, it would be invasive to their 

proposed fairways! 

• It is important to note that the distinctive contribution of Burnet Rose is not recognised by 

C4C. There is no mention either of the importance of Common Rockrose and its joint 

importance with Burnet Rose for rare and threatened invertebrates. Burnet Rose is also 

nesting and foraging habitat for Stonechats and several Coul warbler species: Whitethroat, 

Sedge, Willow and Grasshopper. Large, tall and thick Burnet Rose clones are particularly 

important for birds. 

• Given the known importance of these species as food plants for the larvae of rare 

invertebrates, recognised by the 2019 PLI Reporters, invertebrate assemblage survey is a 

strange omission from C4C Scoping. That only includes further work on Fonseca’s Seed-fly. 

The C4C account of the 2019 PLI Report and invertebrate interest at Coul puts mitigation 

emphasis on dune heath, not grassland. There is only a brief statement that “Mowing of 

grasses modifies habitat” (Scoping Report, p7). The key grass species, woody herbs and low 

shrubs in Coul grey dunes are entirely ignored. 

• The distinctive nature of Coul dune grasslands goes unmentioned. Instead, as in the 

2017 application, C4C ranks them as inferior to dune heath and dune slack when in fact 

most types represent Priority Habitats as defined in the Habitats Directive (in decline, 

needing protection) and are known to be very important for Coul invertebrate interest.  

• In addition to ignoring key ecological linkages between plants and invertebrates, C4C has 

self-declared Burnet Rose as an invasive species (p4, Scoping Report). C4C is more emphatic 

elsewhere, stating that Burnet Rose is one of two species “choking Coul Links to death” on 

C4C Facebook. (The other, Rosebay Willowherb, at its most extensive in the Coul SSSI 

sector, is rare – it only thick on burnt abused ground near Embo which is not in the SSSI.) 

• Removal of the Burnet Rose keystone species from Coul grassland could be extremely 

damaging if done by a machine digging out rose suckers from what is a clone-forming 

species. Chemical control would potentially devastate dry-habitat Coul invertebrate 

interest. 

• C4C has stated that it will consider using Skibo habitat management techniques. However, 

that uses herbicide in very large quantity. Not Coul has received photographic evidence of its 

application. A large spraying team was evidenced using multiple large herbicide containers 

very recently (20/21 June 2022). This was in grassland adjacent to a new course 

development located within the Dornoch Firth SSSI/SPA/SAC/Ramsar sites at Skibo. 

• As before, perhaps C4C has profiled Burnet Rose as an invasive species to allow its 

eradication from fairways, to stop rose suckers developing on fairways. Is C4C therefore 

hoping that its importance to grassland structure and invertebrates is forgotten? 

• C4C (Scoping Report p6) will undertake “Active management of the SSSI in association with 

NatureScot to remove invasive species” [to] “increase habitats for birds, lichens 

invertebrates and [sic] lepidoptera”. Really? NatureScot agreeing to major use of herbicide? 
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• Separately, Not Coul will ask NatureScot if this management has been discussed and agreed 

with C4C, together with details. At present Not Coul considers that NatureScot blanket 

agreement with all C4C thinking just will not happen. Instead, all C4C proposals as target 

‘invasive’ species - beyond some control of Gorse, Birch and Bracken - will likely be rejected.  
 
Mowing 3: Dune Slack 

• Mowing dune slack habitat will cause structural change and damage to Coul Ramsar 

wetland, parts of which are also used in winter by SPA qualifying species. There is a further 

problem of large areas of surface water affecting play in early summer. Grass cover is low in 

dune slacks, with Creeping Willow (or Meadowsweet), sedges and wetland carpet mosses 

dominant. Maximum damage will occur if mowing is attempted on wet ground and a grass- 

dominant surface suitable for golf might not be the outcome. 

• In general dune slack habitat was avoided in the 2017 layout, apart from some strange 

inclusions. One slack was not mapped in the 2017 EIA but it was identified by Not Coul and 

accepted in the 2019 PLI site visit. It is now partly affected by the C4C Hole 2 fairway. 

• Some wetland on the 2017 Hole 13 fairways was mapped as dry ground by developer 

ecologists. Not Coul challenged that mapping on the 2019 PLI site visit and C4C has formed 

the shape of the third fairway to avoid some wet ground. The re-routing has not avoided all 

wet conditions. There are two separate locations here on two fairways which are very low- 

lying, holding standing water for up to 8 months. 

• These two locations contain a possible8 very rare Habitats Directive habitat with Shoreweed. 

• There are also four drier dune slacks, on the first fairway of Hole 13, mapped in 2017 as a 

mix of dry grassland and dune slack. 

• A wide dune slack straddles the fairway landing zone for the first shot of C4C Hole 11. This 

was incompletely mapped in 2017 documents as rush-dominated Marshy Grassland. Yes, 

rushes occupy the edge of this ground but more than 95% of the wetland here is a mix of 

dune slack, swamp and near-aquatic vegetation. Those habitats reflects much wetter 

conditions than the wet rushy ground of some slack edge. 

• The fairway slack sector contains Shoreweed, making three such locations where claimed 

C4C micrositing to avoid this plant is probably impossible.  
 
 
 
 
 

8 H3110 - Oligotrophic waters containing very few minerals of sandy plains (Littorelletalia uniflorae) - 

is an EC Habitat type which is rare and poorly described in Britain. Only four SAC sites protect this vegetation , 

three in England and one in Scotland (South Uist). There has been little or no research upon the 

environmental conditions for this rare lowland habitat, in contrast to related widespread vegetation on upland 

lake margins (H3130 in the Eunis classification). It has been described by JNCC as “a rare habitat type 

throughout the Atlantic Biogeographical Region of Europe. It is restricted to sandy plains that are acidic and 

low in nutrients. These conditions are associated with fluvial or glacial deposits or with sand deposits of marine 

origin. Such situations are relatively rare in the UK compared to other areas of Europe.” Its South Uist SAC 

location has little detail on site ecohydrology other than nutrient-poor acidic waters from blanket bog 

catchments inland mix with machair loch waters which are alkaline. Given that poor understanding and no 

comparative information with England on vegetation and ecohydrology, the status of this habitat in Scotland is 

uncertain. Hence the description here as ‘possible’. Similar Shoreweed Littorella uniflora vegetation to Coul 

was recorded in 1988 in an NVC survey of Morrich More SSSI (now SAC) but that has disappeared from that 

site, replaced by Chara hispida (an algal indicator of excessive nutrients, probably from waterfowl). Its 

presence at Coul, protected only as an SSSI liable to development, is potentially significant and requires 

attention by NatureScot, as the appropriate national agency. 

http://www.notcoul.org/


Not Coul 2022 Factsheet Series 

www.notcoul.org 

A Coul Hoodwink Exposed 

16 

 

 

• Hole 4 has been moved to avoid major dune lichen heath. The first fairway of the new 

position is mainly dune slack, wet grassland and wet woodland, different to mapping for the 

2017 application. If accurate developer mapping is done in 2022, including these three 

habitats, then this will concern SEPA. There is a marked concentration here of groundwater- 

dependent terrestrial ecosystems (GWDTE) where policy is usually to avoid any 

development. It seems likely that the western part of Hole 4 will have to be re-positioned. 

• Wetland mapped accurately as dune slack in 2017 is present upon the lower fairway of Hole 

14 as several patches within and on the edge of proposed mown ground. 

• Overall, there are double-digit numbers of dune slack patches present on the 2022 fairways 

in the Scoping Report. It is hoped that all will be correctly identified, documented using 

quadrat samples as evidence of correct status and all mapped individually avoiding matrix 

types. None of that happened in 2017 documents. 

• Some of these dune slack patches are quite large and are in the landing zone for initial 

drives. Other smaller slacks obviously occupy low hollows where running balls will end up. It 

is therefore certain that important wetland habitat will be subject to play and damage. 

 

Mowing 4: Conclusions 

• Time and time again above, for all the main dune habitats, mowing is shown to be a near- 

impossible method for creating an ‘environmentally-friendly’ golf course. 

• Environmentally-friendly was the key C4C claim, a false and contradictory premise, in 

seeking a mandate from its biased ballot, circulated to just a few Sutherland postcodes 

(Dornoch, Golspie and Brora) in June 2021. 

• C4C ‘environmentally-friendly’ is a key piece of disinformation in the 2021-2022 hoodwink, 

with fairway mowing inserted as a second key component, to go with management and 

removal of so-called ‘invasive species’. Most ‘invasives’ named in the Scoping Report are in 

fact key species supporting much other Coul biodiversity. 

• Major herbicide use in an SSSI/SAC/SPA/Ramsar site, as at Skibo, a stated model of good 

practice to be followed by C4C, is not ‘environmentally-friendly’. 

• Mowing will completely change the existing habitat structure and function of Coul dune 

heath and dune grassland. Mowing dune slack without damage might also be impossible. 

Mowing fairways will therefore harm and fragment, not strengthen, site integrity. Above all, 

it will be environmentally damaging, not environmentally friendly. 

• The effects of mowing existing vegetation to produce a fairway surface suitable for receiving 

flying and rolling golf balls is not mentioned. Setting aside the loss of existing structure and 

function, a mainly-grass fairway is only likely for fairway sectors with dune grassland. It could 

be very weedy and uneven compared to local championship courses. 

• Instead, for dune heath, destroying existing vegetation by mowing will expose bare sand and 

initiate wind erosion in what is presently a natural and mostly stable system. Any surviving 

heathers would be patchy and there is a high risk of bare sand being exposed on dune heath 

fairways. This is because turf-forming native grasses are not present to develop a grass- 

dominated fairway quickly. 

• So, Coul dunes could lose world-class environmental assets (the description used in the 2019 

Coul PLI Report) in exchange for a surface, not just unworthy of championship golf, but 

eroding too. 

• Dune slack is unlikely to form a grass sward by being mown and, if mowing happens, for 

drier slack margins, a Creeping Willow sward will develop which will not play like grass. 
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• Add together the significant adverse impacts of mowing, the potential for erosion, a 

devastating programme of ‘invasive species’ removals – possibly involving use of herbicide, a 

second golf course, increased pollution from the hotel foul water drainage, plus increased 

loss of habitat connectivity and what does the 2022 application look like? Obviously, a set of 

developments which together are much worse than the failed 2017 application. 

• To emphasise again, the C4C proposals are not at all environmentally-friendly but the 

opposite: damaging and destructive, disguised by a mask of ’environmentally-friendly’ 

greenwash. Not Coul will further expose this hoodwink. 

 

Overall Conclusions 

 
1. The presentation of case in the supposed Communities for Coul Scoping document is an 

elaborate environmental hoodwink. It is constructed from repeated disinformation and 

promotion of damaging methods, describing them wrongly as good for the environment. 

2. There is little truthful basis to justify making a second application. Much of the 

environmental case for being different from a failed 2017 application is in fact similar to 

2017. The 2017 application was itself a pretence. It had been described and sold as a 

“Profoundly Positive Environmental Opportunity”. The list of 2019 PLI significant adverse 

findings was long, to disabuse that. The same result is therefore likely for the 2022 

application, for disinformation being promoted again as “environmentally friendly”. 

3. A stressed difference, mowing existing dune habitats to produce a fairway surface, is 

examined here in detail. Mowing existing dune habitats to produce a fairway surface would 

result in significant adverse ecological damage to dune heath, to most dune grassland and to 

all potentially mown and trampled dune slack, as would dangerous proposals for controlling 

so-called ‘invasive species’. The main species named as invasive by C4C in their Scoping 

Report are in fact key species supporting much other Coul biodiversity. 

4. The quality of fairways which might result from damaging Coul habitats is very unlikely to be 

of a ‘Championship’ or ‘world-class’ quality. Indeed, there is a high risk of vegetated fairway 

patches being so small that bare sand will be exposed in dune heath as mowing removes 

sand-stabilising vegetation. There would be a high risk of wind erosion requiring unsightly 

and damaging remediation measures. 

5. A hoodwink was first tried in 2017. It was designed to gain support from local people and 

Highland Councillors, knowing that technical environmental reports and opposition 

documents would not be read or fully understood. 

6. The hoodwink strategy is being repeated in 2022, starting with the same central premise of 

invasive species but now exaggerated to ‘choking Coul Links to death’. The C4C ‘cure’, 

removing the 2022 species stated as invasive, would instead do additional great harm, on 

top of habitat destruction for fairways, greens and tees, plus consequent wind erosion in 

dune heath fairway areas. 

7. The international importance of Coul is now well known and understood. However, 

it is constantly downplayed in the 2022 material. Designations are not set in place 

to provide a hurdle or a ‘”test” for developers. They have express meaning and 

content, a badge of importance or significance, bestowed by society on assets of 

scientific importance to the region, Scotland, the UK and the world. Coul is such an 

asset. 
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8. With the development of of a golf course, an environmental disaster at Coul is not an 

exaggerated conclusion. Instead, it is the likely result of developers with little 

environmental understanding, attempting a hoodwink on a grand scale. These 

developers have no appreciation of the damage they could initiate if they undertake a 

golf course development here. 

9. Not Coul will campaign against Coul golf environmental proposals by further exposing the 

environmental hoodwink and requiring avoidance of all great harm. It will seek to have a golf 

course planning application at Coul Links refused for a second time. 
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The evidence here covers a selection of developer material used locally in SE Sutherland from 2017 
to 2021, plus some Not Coul responses. It is not a comprehensive collection of developer 
misinformation and falsehoods. That would be large indeed. 
 
It is here as evidence first of the distortion and lies used to hoodwink the majority in SE Sutherland 
(plus uncritical golf support more widely) and, second, past Not Coul effort to counter the nonsense. 
 
Here are the bits which follow: 
 
Pages 2-4 The Coul Links Ltd press release after October 2017 meetings in Dornoch and Embo. 

 If you are familiar with the 2022 Communities for Coul claims about the Coul 
environment, you might see remarkable similarities here between C4C and the 2017 
press release. Are the same 2017 people behind Communities for Coul? 
 

Pages 5-15 A Not Coul rebuttal of claims (considered misinformation) made on the Coul Links 
Ltd website in December 2017, regarding a Not Coul video which developers 
considered sensationalist and inaccurate.  
The rebuttal not only shines a light on the misinformation, it shows Not Coul use of 
simple evidence to discredit distortion and lies.  
 

Pages 16-17 The Ballot Paper and one-sided Communities for Coul letter accompanying the ballot 
in the so-called Coul Links Community Planning Application Ballot. The 2021 ballot 
was supervised by Civica. 
Two-thirds of the local population was excluded from voting by just using post codes 
with large and powerful golf clubs. By including the letter which demanded a Yes 
vote and mandate, the fair ballot principle was ignored. This was therefore not a ‘fair 
and transparent’ process or result, issues raised in in letters protesting bias from the 
outset in the local paper (see later). 
 

Pages 18-21 The Coul Times ‘newspaper’ propaganda distributed to all households within the 
postcodes selected for electoral roll voting.  
This was all about distortion of important issues to gain a mandate for a second 
planning application, hence Not Coul use of the term propaganda. 

 
Pages 22-24 Letter written to the Northern Times with critique of the Coul Times newspaper. The 

letter was not published, nor was it acknowledged, nor was there any request to 
reduce its length. 

 
Pages 25-30 Letters published in the Northern Times regarding the ballot.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

	

	 	 	 	 	

		

Strong	Local	Support	for	Coul	Links	
Public	Meetings	held	in	Dornoch	and	Embo		

Developers	Present	Net	Environmental	Enhancement	of	SSSI	

88%	of	Surveys	Expressed	Support,	8%	Neutral	and	4%	Opposed	

Coul	Links	developers	held	their	5th	and	6th	public	meetings	this	week	in	Dornoch	and	Embo	
and	received	exceptionally	strong	public	support	and	feedback.		Specifically,	business	entrepreneur	
Todd	Warnock,	land	owner	Edward	Abel	Smith	and	Embo	Trust,	(Urras	Euraboil)	sponsored	public	
meetings	to	profile	their	recently	filed	Planning	Application.		Presentations	were	delivered	by	Mr.	
Warnock	outlining	the	economic	benefits	of	the	development	as	well	as	several	important	strategic	
environmental	initiatives	which	will	improve	the	SSSI	site.		Dr.	Peter	Cosgrove	summarized	his	
ecological	assessment	including	a	Biodiversity	Net	Gain	(BNG)	report	provided	in	the	Planning	
Application.	The	conclusion	of	the	BNG	report	is	the	project	would	deliver	“clear	and	substantive	
biodiversity	net	gain	across	a	number	of	habitats”.		The	developers	presented	strong	and	compelling	
evidence	the	SSSI	at	Coul	Links	will	be	environmentally	enhanced	not	degraded	by	the	golf	
development.		Mr.	Warnock	said	“We	believe	the	attendees	were	quite	impressed	with	the	scientific	
assessment	that	the	migrating	and	breeding	bird	populations	would	be	strengthened	by	our	
strategies.	I	think	this	data	as	well	our	commitment	to	a	comprehensive	Site	Management	Plan	for	
Coul	Links	in	conjunction	with	SNH,	gave	the	public	confidence	we	take	the	subject	of	environmental	
stewardship	seriously”.	World-renown	golf	architect	Bill	Coore	spoke	emotionally	of	his	belief	he	and	
partner	Ben	Crenshaw	had	never	worked	on	a	site	as	special	as	Coul	Links.	Coore	said	“the	
opportunity	for	great	golf	at	Coul	Links	is	extreme	and	we	are	excited	and	frankly	humbled	by	the	
prospect	of	building	a	course	in	the	home	of	golf.”		

The	response	of	the	local	communities	was	exceptionally	positive.	The	developers	asked	
students	from	the	Highlands	&	Islands	Golf	Management	Program	to	welcome	attendees	of	the	
meetings	and	asked	them	to	complete	a	short	survey.	On	Sunday	night	October	22nd,	an	estimated	
120	people	attended	the	meet	held	at	the	Dornoch	Social	Club.	Of	the	87	attendees	who	completed	
the	survey,	74	were	in	favor	of	the	golf	development	(85%),	6	were	neutral	and	7	were	against	(8%).			
On	Monday	evening,	October	23rd	an	estimated	100	people	attended	the	meet	held	at	the	Embo	
Community	Centre.	Of	the	86	attendees	who	completed	the	survey,	79	were	in	favor	of	the	golf	
development	(92%),	7	were	neutral	and	0	were	against	(0%).	Todd	Warnock,	the	co-developer	said	
“we	were	exceptionally	honored	our	positive	message	resulted	in	such	overwhelming	support.		Mike	
Keiser	and	I	have	always	said	we	only	want	to	build	a	golf	course	at	Coul	Links	with	community	
support	and	these	results	clearly	demonstrate	the	community’s	excitement	for	the	project”.			

					 The	developers	highlighted	several	environmental	initiatives	regarding	invasive	species	
management,	remediation	of	a	felled	tree	plantation,	expansion	of	the	habitat	adjacent	to	the	SSSI	
toward	Embo	as	well	as	public	access	and	education/information	plans	all	of	which	will	improve	the	
environmental	integrity	of	the	site.		The	developers	noted	the	golf	course	will	include	22.7	ha	of	



tees,	fairways	and	greens	of	which	14.0	ha	are	within	the	SSSI,	8.7	are	outside	the	SSSI.		Further,	the	
developers	have	committed	to	remediate	a	5.7	ha	felled	tree	plantation	inside	the	SSSI	which	is	
environmentally	compromised.		They	have	also	committed	to	expand	the	habitat	adjacent	to	the	
SSSI	via	the	purchase,	remediation	and	management	of	14.3	ha	near	Embo	which	is	currently	the	
source	of	significant	invasive	species	migration	onto	the	SSSI.		The	net	result	of	these	efforts	is	to	
offset	the	14.0	ha	of	golf	course	within	the	SSSI	with	20.0	ha	of	environmentally	improved	habitat	all	
under	the	proposed	Site	Management	Plan.			

	

Revised	Coul	Links	course	layout	with	highlighted	felled	tree	plantation	(5.7	ha)	in	blue	and	
expanded	habitat	toward	Embo	(14.3	ha)	in	yellow.	The	border	of	the	SSSI	is	in	red.		
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HASPELL MISINFORMATION ON COUL LINKS 
But facts are chiels that winna ding, an downa be disputed. R. Burns A Dream 

Facts are fellows who will not be shaken, and cannot be disputed 

 
See below for so-called fact-checks posted before Christmas 2017 on www.coullinks.com by Chris Haspell, the 
Project Manager of the proposed golf course at Coul Links. The planning application has been made by Coul Links 
Ltd. Mr Haspell’s assertions, in the form of a website page, claim to show that the much-viewed Not Coul campaign 

video (available at www.notcoul.com) is sensationalist and inaccurate. The video was made to show that a golf 
course installed in dunes at Coul would destroy a wilderness full of rare habitats and species. A golf course will 
change the essence of Coul. 
 
The golf development is sited mainly within Loch Fleet SSSI and the Dornoch Firth and Loch Fleet SPA/Ramsar sites. It 
is on land of outstanding nature conservation interest. 
 
Not Coul produced the video and video script after carefully reading the developer’s Environmental Statement (ES) in 
early October 2017. Not Coul had read the ES is disbelief, recognising that it is an attempt to dumb down the 
extraordinary natural value of the Coul dunes, as well as throwing a smokescreen over the scale of negative impacts. 
The video conveys those messages and is evidence-based. It was released on the Not Coul website in late October. 
The ES is fully available to the public on the documents tab at www.bit.ly/notcoul.  

 

The comparisons below suggest that Mr. Haspell does not understand what is stated in the applicant’s ES, or that he 
has not studied it with care. We recommend too that he checks his accounts of the video’s wording. His quotes are 
seriously wrong in several places. The table below (and the full Not Coul Haspell rebuttal) shows that every point or 
judgement made by Mr Haspell is false. Not Coul’s evidence is taken from the applicant’s Environmental Statement, 
its supporting documents, other publications, a public inquiry report and local conditions. 
 
Not Coul’s brilliant video is neither sensationalist nor inaccurate. It is an accurate portrayal of the fate awaiting Coul 
Links if this development is permitted.  
 

The Haspell Fact-check 

www.coullinks.com 
Not Coul Haspell Rebuttal www.notcoul.com 

Not Coul claims that the 
development will see 1000 tonnes of 
sand removed from the Big Dune.  …. 
Secondly, this is simply not true - 
sand moved in that area will not 
even come close to that figure. 
 
 
 
 
 
The first point here is the Big Dune is 
not part of the SSSI it lies outside the 
protected areas.  
 
 

Wrong on three counts, by an experienced golf course builder and 
manager. The video refers to more than 1000 cubic metres of sand being 
moved, not removed. There is no mention of tonnes. The ES shows that 
1222.36 cubic metres will be moved (sum of 348.35 m3 cut and 874.01 m3 
fill) at Hole 15 (below the Big Dune). The video script is accurate and a 
modest underestimate.   
 
The relevant diagram with volumes is shown below, taken from the 
applicant’s ES drawing. 
 
 
Wrong. The northern strongly-eroding limb (foredune) of the Big Dune 
extends into SSSI/SPA/Ramsar ground and the ES deep cut rough of Hole 15 
and the Hole 16 back tee also falls within those protected areas.  
 

http://www.coullinks.com/
http://www.notcoul.com/
http://www.bit.ly/notcoul
http://www.coullinks.com/
http://www.notcoul.com/
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The Haspell Fact-check 

www.coullinks.com 
Not Coul Haspell Rebuttal www.notcoul.com 

All we are going to do is sculpt the 
green from the sand that is already 
there. This means there will be no 
sand removed from the area and no 
sand brought in at all. 

Wrong, by an experienced golf course builder and manager. The ES 
calculates that 525.66 cubic metres will be imported to form Hole 15 
because the fill volume is much larger than sand available at the Big Dune 
(the cut volume). 
 
The relevant diagram with volumes is shown below, taken from the 
applicant’s ES drawing. 

 

 
Coul Links SSSI There is no such place 

SSSI designated in 1988 Wrong. Loch Fleet SSSI was designated 13th July 1984 

Tragically this SSSI never had a Site 
Management Plan (SMP) since its 
designation 

Wrong. Tragically for the applicant the Coul SSSI sector was managed as a 
nature reserve, including SMP, by the Scottish Wildlife Trust for 25 years, 
between 1985 and 2010. See the Scottish Wildlife Trust’s objection letter 
and Not Coul comments below regarding management and an uncaring 
landowner who is one of the Coul Links developers. 

Coul has no funds dedicated to its 
protection 

The public needs to understand why. A Freedom of Information (FoI) 
request shows the Coul landowner refused £0.23M from Scottish Natural 
Heritage for management. This followed his refusal of a new agreement with 
SWT in 2010. He has had no contact with SNH since March 2015. Access was 
refused to SNH for a survey of the endemic Fonseca’s seed-fly. The 
landowner is responsible for the current neglect and condition of Coul Links.  

We intend to manage the land wisely 
and improve and increase the links 
hand in hand with SNH 

Surely wrong. How can we be sure of wise management? The existing 
relationship between SNH and landowner is not one of trust, ‘hand in hand’. 
Instead, it is at rock-bottom. This is what SNH said in FoI: “It is fair to say that 
our long-term working relationship with Mr Abel-Smith has been difficult and 
very time consuming, with little in the way of positive management to show 
for it”. 

We won’t restrict access on the 
beach or impact it at all 
 
 

Wrong. The applicant’s ES (Support Document Coul Links Coastal Desktop 
Study) provides a diagram showing major change coming to the beach. To 
protect Holes 15 and 17 (plus tees) machines will reprofile the dune front 
and beach to make a gentler slope.  
 
Many long lengths of fencing will go on to the dune face, sunk into netting 
around planted marram grass, all to attempt to stop sand blow. That work 
will change the beach, dune front and landscape. Safety regulations mean 
that the applicant will have to restrict or deny access to the beach and dune 
front at least while works are ongoing. 
 

Hole 15 (Big Dune), ES drawing EC106722 015: Proposed Course 
Layout – Area 5 – proposed earthworks and volumes 

http://www.coullinks.com/
http://www.notcoul.com/
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The Haspell Fact-check 

www.coullinks.com 
Not Coul Haspell Rebuttal www.notcoul.com 

The ES diagram is shown immediately below (it is on page 18, ES Support 
Document Coul Links Coastal Desktop Study). Below that we show the 
eroding slopes north of the Big Dune, where Hole 15 will be sited 
(immediately behind the eroding face – see diagram at top of page).  
 
This will be the first area to erode, so it will be ‘reprofiled’ first, destroying 
the most popular play area for generations of local children at Embo. 

 

 

 

 

Beach defences will also not be 
constructed contrary to another 
claim of the Not Coul group 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wrong. The applicant will have to build sea defences, despite what the 
developer, Highland Council or SNH might advise or state now. Once the 
course is built, it must be protected. That is a fact of golfing life.  
 
The evidence that sea defences will be needed is along the coastal edges of 
local golf courses. There were no seawalls present when beaches were 
mapped in detail in the early 1970s (see JS Smith & AS Mather (1973) The 
Beaches of East Sutherland and Easter Ross Department of Geography, 
University of Aberdeen). The defence of the golf course edge has since 
transformed the beach landscape and access, due to sea level rise. 
 
 

Big Dune eroding at high water, mouth of Cluain, 12.45 GMT 4 Jan 2018, calm sea conditions. 
Hole 16 back tee position is located 6 m from dune cliff (sun location), not visible on photo 

Developer proposal for re-profiling beach and foredune, to avoid coastal 
erosion due to sea level rise (page 18, Coul Links Coastal Desktop Study) 

http://www.coullinks.com/
http://www.notcoul.com/
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The Haspell Fact-check 

www.coullinks.com 
Not Coul Haspell Rebuttal www.notcoul.com 

 Every links course green, fairway or tee at Tain, Dornoch, Golspie and Brora, 
within 25 metres of an eroding beach, has seawall protection. How far is the 
Coul course from erosion? The green at Hole 15 is 16 metres from the 
existing eroding edge and the edge of mown ground is less than 2 metres 
away. The back tee at Hole 17 is 6 metres from the dune cliff and the edge of 
mown ground around the green is only 11 metres away. This is before future 
erosion starts and the eroding edge moves inland. Not Coul’s claim is based 
on present reality and anticipation of future erosion risk. The present 
proposed positions of Holes 15 and 17, plus tees, are foolhardy and will only 
survive with a seawall. 

Not Coul claim the beach will be lost. 
This is not true we are not building 
the golf course on the beach and we 
won’t restrict access on the beach or 
impact it at all 

Wrong. The exact video wording is “ultimately lead to the disappearance of 
the beach itself” It will be true if (as Not Coul argues above) defences are 
built and the beach is steadily lost over a few decades. Sea defences will be 
needed immediately in front of Hole 15 and in the mouth of the Cluain Burn 
(see photo above).  
 
The kinetic mechanism is easy to understand. Wave energy is reflected off a 
seawall instead of being dissipated on an upper beach. That energy carries 
beach sand into deeper water and makes the beach steeper. Dry sand 
volume is lost, exposing more wet sand. At the ends of the seawall there is 
strong dune erosion, so more and more wall must be built.  
 
When the defences for Hole 17 are built, they will, over 1-2 decades, require 
more seawall extending south to the Cluain and north towards Loch Fleet: 
steepening, dry sand loss, wetter beach, slow beach loss. Make no mistake, 
seawalls have a big impact on a beach. They also restrict beach access for 
visitors. 
 
The picture below shows the loss of beach below a section of Royal Dornoch 
seawall, thinning and then disappearing in the distance. The dune in the 
foreground is eroding and will need a wall soon, leading to yet more beach 
loss. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Progressive loss of beach below seawall installed within last two decades at Royal Dornoch 
Golf Course. The dune edge here was mapped as neutral (not moving inland or moving 
seawards) in early 70s mapping but is now erosional, requiring a defence for fairway, green 
and tees. 

http://www.coullinks.com/
http://www.notcoul.com/
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The Haspell Fact-check 

www.coullinks.com 
Not Coul Haspell Rebuttal www.notcoul.com 

Not Coul claims that the links is 
currently enjoyed by thousands of 
walkers every year. 
 
 
 
It will still be enjoyed by thousands 
of walkers because the beach will not 
disappear as we are not building on 
the beach. 

Wrong. The exact wording in the video is not as quoted by Mr Haspell. The 
video states that “the beach is currently enjoyed by thousands of visitors and 
locals alike”.  The beach is indisputably enjoyed by thousands of visitors at 
present. 
 
 
Wrong. The future of the beach, with Holes 15 and 17 in place, with their 
adjacent tees, will inevitably lead to hard sea defences, as in front of all 
other golf courses at Tain, Dornoch, Golspie and Brora. Those defences will 
reduce enjoyment by visitors and locals, as well as making access between 
beach and dune difficult and dangerous. 
 
Not Coul points out here, as it does above, that the developers are already 
proposing major changes to the front of the dunes at Coul to control erosion 
(page 18, ES Supporting Document, Coul Links Coastal Desktop Study, and 
see diagram above). At present the developers would use reprofiling of both 
beach and dune to reduce erosion. See the Big Dune photo above where 
existing coastal erosion means that reprofiling must start immediately to 
protect Hole 15 and a back tee. 
 
Machines will be needed to do the reprofiling, perhaps every year under 
future sea level rise. This will take a lot of time because long lengths of 
fencing are to be installed, as well as marram grass planting within netting. 
All this is required to stop wind erosion affecting the bare sand of the newly 
reprofiled dune.  
 
The applicant says it is not building on the beach, yet it will regularly have 
machines there, plus fencing and netting, plus notices to keep off, aimed at 
‘visitors and locals alike’.  
 
This method of dune and beach management, to control erosion, will not 
work because it will not stop coastal erosion. The first big easterly gale 
coinciding with a high spring tide will create a dune cliff, even with 
reprofiling. Fencing and netting will be deposited in a jumble at the cliff foot, 
with broken fence sections dangling from above. That is not the aesthetic 
that locals and visitors will like.  
 
Instead, seawalls will be needed at some stage. This is likely immediately at 
Hole 15, with erosion within two metres of the ES mown apron. At the same 
time erosion protection will be needed too in the mouth of the Cluain Burn. 
A seawall will be needed a little later in front of Hole 17. Not Coul has 
already described the likely serious effects of that defence on the beach over 
time, including the probable loss of beach sand.  
 
To illustrate what will happen at Hole 17, compare the two photos below.  
 
The Hole 17 foredune photo shows winter cliffing and summer turf sliding, 
plus the summer accretion of sand at the cliff foot. This is a natural dune 
edge responding to seasonal differences in sediment loss and replacement. 
Reprofiling will alter that, substituting an artificial jumble of fences for an 
edge which has changed dynamically for many centuries. This reprofiling and 
foredune fencing will not work. It is too weak to stop future coastal erosion. 
A seawall will be needed.  

http://www.coullinks.com/
http://www.notcoul.com/
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The Haspell Fact-check 

www.coullinks.com 
Not Coul Haspell Rebuttal www.notcoul.com 

The height and steep angle of the dune at Hole 17 will require a sea defence 
at the base and stepped terracing above. This has been required at Brora 
Golf Course, illustrated as the second photo. This is what much of the outer 
dune face could look like at Coul in a few decades time, if defence is started. 

 

 

 

 

The development at Coul will be far 
more damaging to the environment 
than Trump’s development at Menie 
– claiming it will be twice as 
damaging to dunes. This is simply 
unfounded – it is all speculation. 

Wrong. There is no speculation, this comparison is well-founded and fact-
based. The video states that the area of vegetated dune habitat to be 
destroyed within protected ground at Coul will be almost twice that at 
Menie. The SSSI footprint of tees, fairway, green, bunkers, paths and semi-
rough at Coul is 14.47 ha. That will destroy 14.47 ha of dune slack, dune 
heath and dune grassland. The equivalent SSSI footprint at Menie, accepted 
at public inquiry, was 5.10 ha of vegetated dune loss (mobile dune, semi-
fixed dune, dune grassland, dune slack), or 8.48 ha if extended to include 
Menie semi-rough. The 8.48 ha number was used to compare with Coul 
(‘almost twice as much’), instead of 5.10 ha. Not Coul had a case for ‘almost 
three times as much’ (14.47 divided by 5.1) but it has not been deployed so 
far. 

Foredune at Hole 17, late September 2017. The edge is slowly retreating inland and this is likely to 
speed up as sea level rise increases. That retreat will first threaten the back tee for Hole 18 
(currently 6 metres from the dune cliff). The sliding turf edges on the dune cliff can hold kidney 
vetch and small-blue butterfly larvae – the butterfly needs the instability of this habitat. 

The future for the foredune at Hole 15 (Big Dune) and Hole 17? Gabion basket seawall and 
terraced dune face at Brora Golf Course, December 2017. A poor artificial landscape with no 
dynamics. Little chance for populations of kidney vetch or small-blue butterfly larvae, 
needing bare sand and ground instability. No playground for children. 

http://www.coullinks.com/
http://www.notcoul.com/
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The Haspell Fact-check 

www.coullinks.com 
Not Coul Haspell Rebuttal www.notcoul.com 

The Not Coul video states ‘that 
experts agree that Trump’s 
development on Menie Beach did 
great damage to the environment’.  
 
This is an interesting statement 
considering that the leader of the 
Not Coul group, who claims he is an 
expert on Scottish Dune habitat, 
was the lead ecologist at Trump 
Aberdeen – therefore he is criticising 
his own work. 

Wrong. The work by Not Coul’s Chair, when contracted by Trump 
International, concluded that the golf course impacts would be “significant 
adverse”. That is verifiable, along with his ecological credentials, in the 
Public Local Inquiry report to Scottish Ministers 
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/212607/0067709.pdf  
That PLI was conducted by three of the most senior Government Reporters 
in Scotland. Cross examination of Not Coul’s Chair required two days by SNH 
and RSPB counsel. The report agrees with Not Coul’s Chair: “significant 
adverse” results were predicted both inside and outside Foveran Links SSSI.  
“Significant adverse” is the EIA terminology used for really serious damage. 
At Menie it was applied to predicted changes at Foveran Links SSSI, to the 
extent that the reasons for designation in the first place would be lost.  
 
That judgement is now being shown to be correct, with SNH reported as 
considering the denotification of the Foveran Links SSSI, in whole or in part. 
This is vindicated judgement, not self-criticism (whatever that is meant to 
mean - hypocrisy?). Sound judgement is what leading consultants provide. 
Not Coul cannot understand why the developer’s ES for Coul did not result in 
the same judgement as Menie: “significant adverse”. Something very serious 
is wrong with all the Coul ES ecology section, dumbing down nature 
conservation interest and failing to reveal the scale of negative impacts.  
 
Not Coul repeats that SSSI damage at Coul will be more extensive than that 
at Menie. It will not be confined to the golf footprint because the 
unavoidable golf impact on groundwater will affect large areas. Even more 
seriously, the destruction at Coul and widespread adverse habitat change 
will also affect SPA-Ramsar sites of international importance. This 
consequence is precisely what the Habitats Directive is designed to prevent. 

Not Coul states that oystercatchers, 
curlews and cuckoos all stand to lose 
their homes. No, they won’t. 
 
 
There will be … more protection for 
them as shooting on the SSSI will be 
stopped 
 
We hope to encourage ground 
nesting owls and many other types of 
raptor 
 
Our plan will protect Coul Links 
environmentally forever 

Wrong. They will. RSPB lists these birds among 23 species of UK 
conservation concern which breed at Coul. RSPB states that most of the 23 
will lose habitat to golf and are likely to be affected by increased 
disturbance. See the RSPB’s objection letter.  
 
Wrong. There will be no change in breeding bird protection. The species 
listed are not targets (cuckoos will be in Africa in winter) and shooting is 
restricted to permitted species that can be killed legally at proscribed times. 
 
There is no mention of owls or other raptors in the applicant’s ES or 
supporting documents. This is just window-dressing, with a mere ‘hope’ 
which cannot give any confidence regarding delivery. 
 
Surely wrong. Future management plans at Coul are described in the ES as 
‘aspirations’ (page 6, Supporting Document 4 Management Plan 
Aspirations). There is no detail, to allow the risk of failure to be assessed, for 
what is outstanding nature conservation interest: a triple-designated site of 
international importance. Instead, Coul is described (Supporting Document 2 
Environmental Management Plan, page 7) as having nightjar, woodlark and 
Dartford warbler (species mainly from southern England!). The ecologists 
writing and checking the ES could not even cut and paste properly from 
another report, when describing Coul. Can we therefore trust them to 
deliver good management, in cahoots with a landowner who we know does 
not care? Not Coul suggests an environmental disaster is inevitable if the 
development is approved. 

http://www.coullinks.com/
http://www.notcoul.com/
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/212607/0067709.pdf
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The Haspell Fact-check 

www.coullinks.com 
Not Coul Haspell Rebuttal www.notcoul.com 

Not Coul claims otters, badgers and 
pine martins (sic) are found on site. 
Once again wild claims, none of 
these are anywhere close to where 
we are going to be building  

Wrong. So much for wild claims. The applicant’s ES reports a pine marten 
scat with a grid reference. That point is 40 metres from the edge of the 11th 
green.  
 
Not Coul observed otter spraint in 2016 close to the mouth of the Cluain 
Burn, 100 metres from the 15th green, within a tidal water corridor which 
runs below the path and boardwalk between Holes 15 and 16. Protected 
mammals could be endangered because the ES made no expert surveys for 
these species. Why has SNH requested that these mammals be included in a 
Species Protection Plan if they are supposedly nowhere near development? 
 
The habitat survey in 2016 does not record a rare habitat found only beside 
the Cluain Burn (NVC MG12 Schedonorus arundinaceus inundation 
grassland). Matched with no otter record, this shows that the Cluain area 
was not carefully examined. If you do not look properly, you do not find. 
Absence of proof is not proof of absence.  
 
Would developer “survey incompetence” be a wild claim too? 

Not Coul claims that the site is facing 
destruction if development goes 
ahead. 
 
The land is not going to be 
destructed. Less than 2% of the 
overall site will be disturbed –and we 
will develop and fund in partnership 
with SNH, a comprehensive Site 
Management Plan for the entire 800 
hectares within the SSSI perpetually. 
Tragically, this SSSI has never had a 
SMP since its designation in 1988, it 
has no funds dedicated to its 
protection. Our plan will protect Coul 
Links environmentally forever. 

Wrong on multiple counts. Not Coul takes issue with developer statistics and 
the rewriting of Coul’s management history.  
 
There is only around 161 ha of vegetated dune at Coul within the SSSI. That 
area varies a little over time, depending on the balance between dune 
accretion and erosion at the north end. The “entire 800 hectares within the 
SSSI” is a manufactured value, summoned from an unknown source.  
 
About 9% of that 161 ha will be destroyed. The applicant’s use of the word 
‘disturbed’ is repellent. It glosses over the complete excavation and then 
burial of rare dune habitat and the hundreds of species it contains. The 
fairways and greens will be the markers of mass graves, of wildlife 
destroyed. “Disturbed” is obviously a gross understatement and most people 
will see that. “Destroy” in this case will probably be to lose forever.  
 
Then one must add to that 9% “destroyed” because the effects of golf will go 
much further. The ES fails to mention, at all, the negative changes to 
adjacent habitats and species biodiversity that will result from golf 
management and the insidious indirect effects of chemicals. This is despite 
being requested in scoping advice to provide information on such indirect 
impacts. Not Coul notes that the Scottish Environmental Protection Agency 
(SEPA) objection letter (paragraphs 3.5, 3.6, 3.7) has pointed out that there 
is no ES information on these indirect effects.  
 
A proper ES must identify predictable significant effects. So, mowing will 
roughly add another 9% (it will wreck the habitat of invertebrates preferring 
thick, tall dune grassland and dune heath). Then there are the chemical 
effects which will spread east and north through the groundwater, affecting 
dependent wetland habitat. Those habitats cover 43 ha (27% of the SSSI at 
Coul). This wetland needs water very low in nutrients and containing no golf-
added chemicals. If those water-quality requirements are changed, the 
species diversity of the SSSI/SPA/Ramsar wetlands will collapse.  
 
Then there is the 5 ha of dune heath turf stripped away to be placed on 
existing dune habitat by a so-called translocation scheme which SNH, the 

http://www.coullinks.com/
http://www.notcoul.com/
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Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) and NGOs (SWT, RSPB, Buglife 
for example) consider will not work and is not suitable anyway for use as 
mitigation in an SSSI (see the official report on the Menie Public Inquiry).  
 
Adding it together and one sees about 50% of the site “destroyed” or placed 
in a state of ongoing biodiversity collapse. The result of that alone is loss of 
site integrity at Coul, by which ecologists mean the capacity of the site to 
self-sustain itself. That is something a golf course cannot do without lawn 
mowers, water and chemicals. Half of what Coul has now will be gone 
forever.  
 
Coul will not be protected environmentally forever. That is a preposterous 
claim.  
 
If the site management history and future are correctly understood, they can 
indicate the prospects for the other 50% of the ground which might just 
survive this development onslaught. The applicant’s account of past 
management is completely wrong, in all respects.  
 
The SSSI was designated in 1984 (13th July), not 1988. Coul was then 
managed via a legal agreement by the Scottish Wildlife Trust (on behalf of 
the landowner) between 1985 and 2010 (see SWT objection letter). SWT 
used a Site Management Plan (SMP) in that period (Jonathan Hughes pers. 
comm. SWT CEO, former Loch Fleet Reserve Summer Warden in 1990s), so 
for most of its time as part of an SSSI it has been managed and there has 
been a SMP.  
 
It is on record (in FoI from SNH) that from 2010 to the present, the 
landowner has rejected all SNH offers of a new management agreement. 
This included £230,000 to use grazing to deal with a ragwort problem which 
was refused, maybe wanting more.  
 
The land in the SSSI is not being managed wisely and the landowner shows 
no interest in doing so. He has had no contact at all with SNH since March 
2015. FoI material supplied to Not Coul by SNH describes him as follows: “It 
is fair to say that our long-term working relationship with Mr Abel-Smith has 
been difficult and very time consuming, with little in the way of positive 
management to show for it”. As one of the developers, he might have been 
deliberately running down the quality of the site by mismanagement since 
2010.  
 
Not Coul regrets to say that it has no faith in a developer group which 
peddles the inaccurate information demonstrated here, provides an ES 
which is full of these factual “holes” (e.g. no information on management 
history) and includes a landowner who shows no recent concern for the 
superb dune system in his possession.  
 
Just how will that remaining 50% of ground, which might survive the golf, 
fare? We think that “poorly” is the likely outcome, given the involvement of 
the landowner above.  
 
Coul as we know it now will be destroyed. Its essence will change. 
 

http://www.coullinks.com/
http://www.notcoul.com/
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Not Coul claims that Coul Links will 
be ‘another playground for rich 
Americans’. 
 
This is a misleading statement and 
one I find personally quite repulsive 
as the golf course is open for all 
including locals. It is pay and play and 
everybody is welcome to play – the 
pricing structure will be set so that it 
doesn’t affect other local courses 
and we will be doing packages 
alongside other local golf courses so 
people stay in the area longer and 
hopefully it will benefit not just East 
Sutherland but the Highlands in 
general. Golf tourism brings 
hundreds of millions into Scotland 
and to insult people who travel 
thousands of miles rich or poor to 
play golf in the home of the sport is 
offensive. 

The video is only concisely stating what the developer has said in the 
Environmental Statement (economics). 
 
Not Coul disagrees with the applicant’s judgement and hyper-sensitivity. The 
‘offensive’ five words quoted were selected carefully for the video script, 
without any intention of xenophobic or status slur, based on the following 
quotation in the applicant’s ES: 
 
“the vision for the proposed development is to create a top calibre golf 
course that will appeal directly to a relatively small group of high value 
international (particularly American) golf tourists [Not Coul emphasis]. It is 
anticipated that green fees for the new course are likely to be around 
£175/round. It therefore follows that these types of visitors are likely to 
require accommodation (and other tourist services) of a higher standard 
than might be expected by other types of tourists.”  
 
The green fees at Coul would deter most locals from regular play. The ES has 
no detail on packages etc, so anything stated here by the applicant may not 
match reality in the future. Not Coul cannot find any information on the 
numbers of poor Americans coming to Scotland to play golf, either in the 
applicant’s ES or in recent reviews of the economics of Scottish golf. 
 
See the Not Coul objection www.notcoul.com (Object page) for an 
alternative view on the economics of this development, based on an 
independent report by leading Highland economist Steve Westbrook. The 
employment and monetary benefits at local and all-Scotland scale are much 
exaggerated. 
 
Not Coul is not anti-golf, nor against well-sited inward investment in East 
Sutherlands and the Highlands. Instead it is standing up against an 
appallingly sited development located mainly within ground triple-
designated for nature conservation interest, of national and international 
interest. The applicant has plenty of space (maybe it is that 800 hectares 
mentioned earlier) and all that needs to be done is to move the course 450 
metres west, up the hill. That takes it out of the designated ground and it 
should then be able to meet planning requirements thereafter, subject to a 
less demanding but new EIA process, conducted by competent consultants. 

The Not Coul overlay graphic is 
approximately twice the size of the 
area going to be developed. It is 
really over exaggerated 

Wrong. It is not over-exaggerated. It takes account of mowing of the outer 
rough and tee aprons. This is incomplete in the ES, which does not show all 
paths and has most tees isolated, surrounded by dune habitat. SNH has also 
asked for confirmation of boardwalk width, which seems too narrow. Add 
that mowing and it roughly doubles the 14.47 ha of dune habitat to be 
destroyed.  
 
Not Coul invested a lot of time in digitising the golf layout in order not to 
exaggerate the appearance of the golf course in the video. Readers should 
note that the developers denied access to their digital data. 
 
Not Coul has not added the likely areas of wetland that will be badly affected 
by golf chemicals (up to another 27 ha). The overlay graphic shown by Not 
Coul is in fact smaller than the “significant adverse” damage that will be 
done. The total area affected could be DOUBLE what is shown in the video. 

 

http://www.coullinks.com/
http://www.notcoul.com/
http://www.notcoul.com/
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Not Coul is a small unincorporated third-party group of qualified objectors opposing development of a golf course 
within dunes protected under SSSI legislation, Habitats Regulations and Ramsar Treaty. Most of its active 

membership live locally, 0.5 – 6 km from Coul Links. Please contact us via www.notcoul.com 
 
Dr Tom Dargie 
Chair, Not Coul 

http://www.notcoul.com/
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Vote for Coul Links golf course & 
help transform our futures 

Welcome to the Coul Times, brought to 
you by Communities for Coul (C4C), a 
group of people from the communities 
around the Dornoch Firth, united in the 
belief that our towns and villages were 
done a grave disservice when the Scot-
tish Government refused a planning ap-
plication for an environmentally sensi-
tive, world-class golf COllrse at Coul 
Links. We hope you have seen some of 
our publicity over the last few months. 

We have decided to try again for plan-
ning permission as we believe this golf-
course represents a o ncc-in-a-gcncra-
tion opportunity to transform OUf lo-
cal economy (at a time when it is so 
sorely needed) AND to provide a 
viable, funded way to protect the spe-
cial environment at Coul Links. 

C4C was formed in the belief that we are 
representing the views of the majority of 
the people who live around the Dornoch 
Firth. However, this support has never 
been properly measured. The 2018, 
92,000+ signature petition against the 
previous application for a Coul Links 
golf course looks superficially 
impressive, but not so much when you 
discover less than 200 of those signatures 
come from the IV25, KW IO & KW9! 

It is time to find out how LOCAL peo-
ple really feel on this issue. 

You will soon receive a voting pack giv-
ing you the opportunity to say whether 
or not you are in favour of a world-class 
golf course being created at Cou] Links. 
The vote will be run by a wholly inde-
pendent company (which also runs the 
council elections). 

If you believe that giving up 1 % of the 
protected area at Coul Links is a fair 
compromise to create at least 180 jobs 
locally, prOVide a huge financial boost to 
our economies (when we most need it), 
help reverse the depopulation of our area 
and provide the funding to pay for the 
environmental management of Caul 
Links - please vote YES. 

A clear vote in support of the develop-
ment will give C4C the mandate to sub-
mit a new planning application for a golf 
course at Caul Links. 

We are ve~y lucky to have a second 
chance. We will not get another. For 
the sake of our young people and fu-
ture generations, please don't regret 
letting this opportunity disappear for-
ever. It's up to you. 

The golf course will sit naturally in the landscape 
- can you spot the difference? 

Area of Maximum 
" Economic Benefit 

" 

Additional Local 
Support 

C4C has been working on securing a raft 
of benefits for local people from the 
Caul Links development: 

Local people to be given prefer-
ence for jobs 

• Local suppliers given preference 
through development of a "Coul 
Collective" of favoured local busi-
nesses. 

, 

.... 

o Caul Unks 

Training and placement opportu-
nities for students srudying at UHI 
Dornoch 
Large apprenticeship scheme built 
with Skills Development Scotland 

• Affordable housing will be built 
A share of golf course profits dis-
tributed to local good causes 

• Support given to other local golf 
courses 
Locals can play Coul Links at a 
discounted rate 

• Dornoch Firth marketed globally 
as a world-class golfing destination 

Details at: www.communities4coul.scot 

Before 

After 

... 



2 Communities For Coul 

COllI for the Economy 
Sutherland's 
population crisis 

When the first National Census was held 
in 1851, in the wake of the Highland 
Clearances, the population of Sutherland 
was nearly 26,000. Since then, the UK 
population has quadrupled and that of 
Scotland has almost doubled, yet Suther-
land's population has halved! It was just 
12,650 in 2011 and is continuing to fall. 
Highland Council estimate that in 20 
years' time it will be below 10,000. On 
top of this, OUf age profile is now one of 
the most elderly in the country. Is 

"We need repeopleing, not rewilding!" 

Sutherland witnessing its second High- Protecting our most "Endangered Species" (homo sapiens, 16 -
land Clearance? 

". "" ...... 
. Sutherland 's population trend 

11'1' Nlior.al census, 1851 : 25,793 
Most recent census, 2011 : 12.6W ·4"" 
Recent estimate, 2018: 12.156 ·4% 
Hlahland CouncU Fie 2041 : 9,968 ·19% 

The Highland Council were already 
wondering what to do about "fragile 
com munities" and talking about a 
"Labour Market Crisis", but then 2020 
sent us COVID-19 as well as Brexit. Un-
til 2020 the HighlanCls received £90M of 
"structured funds" from the Ell. That 
funding has now disappeared. 

COVID & BREXIT 
made things worse 

A 2020 report for Highlands and islands 
Enterprise (HIE) concluded that the 
Highlands was "disproportionately im-
pacted" by the COVlD-19 pandemic. 
due to the nature of employment in the 
area. The region's unemployment has 
more than doubled since 2019 and is 
forecast to reach 7.7% by June (12.6% for 
young people who have been hardest 
hit). The Highland Council are so con-
cerned they are setting up and staffing a 
"Highland Employability Service" and 
working on delivering the "Young Per-
son's Guarantee". Yet the HIE report pre-
dicts a greater level of "economic scar-
ring" and a slower recovery for the area 
than elsewhere, with a return to pre-cri-
sis levels of employment "unlikely until 
2023 at the earliest". 

It has long been the case that many of 
our young people have had to move 
south to find work and affordable homes. 
And recently it has become fashionable 
for landowners with carbon offsetting re-
quirements generated elsewhere to call 
to "rewild" Sutherland. Yet right here, 
our most urgent requirement is "repeo-
pling", which requires sustainable jobs 
and affordable h OUSing to be available 
within the county. to support young 
families. Coul Links could provide these. 

If the Highlands had the same age 
structure as the rest of Scotland there . 
would be almost 16,000 more young 
people (16-24) living here. 

Above are five of our amazing younger 
supporters. Tina 24, Grant 20, Carin 23, 
Jake 25. and Victoria 32. Three of them 
so far, have been lucky enough to have 
found work in East Sutherland, but it has 
been far from easy and has required 
great resourcefulness and creativity. oc-
casionally accompanied by unemploy-
ment and frightening poverty. Many of 
their fr iends have had to leave. They do 
not want the same for their children. 

Jake Chambers said "The difficulties we 
face in finding the right job (or any job). 
finding appropriate, affordable housing 
and the prospects for our childrens' fu· 
tuce if we decide to remain here, are all 
attracting people to Inverness and even 
further south". 

Tina Wilson, who has a masters degree 
in Environmental Management com-
mented "I support the proposed Coul 
Links development because it has the en-
vironment and sustainability at its core." 

And Grant Ross said "this opportunity 
may not be given again so it is crucial 
that this development is not passed up:: _~ 

180 Dornoch Firth Jobs 
- all privately funded 

Constructing a second world-class golf 
course ri ght next-door to Royal 
Dornoch (widely recognised to be one of 
the world's "Top 10" courses) would cre-
ate such a globally attractive golfing des-
tination there is no shortage of private 
businesses willing to invest in the 
project. This means the Highland Coun· 
cil and the Scottish Government can al-
locate precious funding elsewhere. 

Should the golf course be approved, 
there will be almost £50 million of pri-
vate capital invested into building the 
cours e. clubhouse and associated 
tourism businesses. This total includes: 
£ lOM on the new course; £2m on the 
clubhouse and restaurant; £20M on a to-
tally new, Coul Links Eco Hotel; £4M 
from Bespoke Hotels to upgrade the 
Dornoch Hotel to 4*; investment into af-
fordable housing and other, currently 
confidential developments in the wider 
Dornoch Firth area. If the golf course is 
not approved, none of this will happen. 

News of other potential golf develop· 
ments at Nigg and Castle Stuart will not 
create the employment opportunities 
and economic prosperity fo r our area 
that Coul Links would. Simply put. this 
would further shift the centre of eco-
nomic gravity towards Inverness and ex-
acerbate the decline in jobs and econom-
ic prospects for communities north of 
the Dornoch Bridge. 

The heart of C4C's ambition is to create 
much-needed jobs for young people in 
ouc area. 

We have calculated the jobs created in 
two ways: 

BOTTOM-UP calculations show 180 
jobs. Each of the large potential in-
vestors in Cow Links has estimated the 
jobs required. These businesses say they 
need 180 new employees when fully op-
erational. 108 of these jobs are full-time 
roles and the remainder are seasonal (for 
example caddies, who can earn £16,000+ 
per season) . Of course, if the golf course 
IS built, there will be many more people 
who open restaurants. shops, B&B's and 
hotel rooms, to cope with the demand -
so this estimate is only the start. 

We have confidence in our numbers be· 
cause they are so similar to the answer 
reached through top-down economic 
modelling, (below). 

TOP DOWN, 175 FTE jobs in 5 years. 
250 in 10 years. BiGGAR Economics' 
in-depth economic impact assessment in 
2019 said that Caul Links golf course 
should create l75 Full Time Equivalent 
(FTE) jobs in the Dornoch Firth area 
and 311 within the Highlands within 5 
years of opening. These numbers rise to 
250 and 450 respectively in 10 years. 







https://simd.scot/?fbclid=IwAR39ojA09mMFZ3hmkr0-QFFy8Uc1cxSuspjVIitn6HaiSZhHgQKoeyTyKVE#/simd2012_20pc/BTTTFTT/12/-4.0423/57.8979/
https://simd.scot/?fbclid=IwAR39ojA09mMFZ3hmkr0-QFFy8Uc1cxSuspjVIitn6HaiSZhHgQKoeyTyKVE#/simd2012_20pc/BTTTFTT/12/-4.0423/57.8979/
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