
 
 
 

Nature Restoration Fund application form 

Your completed application form and Project Finances spreadsheet must be submitted by 

midnight 27 July 2021 to NRF@nature.scot.  

Section A - About you 

1. Your details 

This should be the person and/or organisation that is applying for the grant and who will 

manage the project.   

 
Applicant name Dr Thomas Dargie 

Name of Organisation (if applicable)  Coul Future Limited 

Position in Organisation (if applicable) Director 

Address 

 
 

Postcode 

  
Landline phone number 

com 

  
Charity or business number (if 

applicable) 
Company number SC 704480 

VAT registration number (if applicable) N/A (Not yet at VAT threshold) 

 

2. Is your organisation: (please check box) 

 ☐ Public ☒ Private  ☐ Voluntary ☐ Private Individual 

3. Are you applying on behalf of a partnership or as lead partner in a consortium?  

 ☐ Yes ☒ No 

mailto:NRF@nature.scot
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If yes, please list the other partners who will be involved in delivering and managing the 

project, summarising their role. 

 
 

 
4. If you are currently receiving funding from NatureScot, please give details including the project 

identification number(s): 

N/A 

 
5. If you have discussed your project with a member of NatureScot staff, please tell us their 

name(s): 

David Patterson, Golspie Office, ARO with responsibility for Loch Fleet SSSI  
 
 
Section B - Your project 

6. Project title 

Rehabilitation of damaged deforested ground to become dune habitat safe for grazing 
 

 
7. Project summary – please provide a very brief summary of your project describing the main 

activities. The summary will be used to promote your project. 

Removal of dangerous decaying forestry brash tracks and tree stumps within an 
SSSI/SPA/Ramsar site to allow safe grazing by stock, enabling rapid successional 
development of European priority dune habitats and humid dune slacks.  
 

 
8. Please describe your project summarising what you are going to do and what outcomes you 

hope to achieve, with specific reference to fund priorities and Areas for action as outlined in 

the ‘Priorities for Action’ section of the guidance. We will ask you about specific activities in 

Q24.  

Tasks as Fund Priorities for Action 
 
Areas for Action - Habitat Management and Connectivity      
Restoration of habitat connectivity via appropriate management is one key objective of this 
project. We aim to start by mulching extensive decaying brash tracks and tree stumps within 
a 6.91 ha area of former plantation, left after deforestation in 2011/12. The deforested 
enclosure was mainly dune heath in 1975 when it was converted to forestry by planting 
mainly Lodgepole Pine and other non-native species. That forestry destroyed habitat 
connectivity in the centre of the Coul Links sector of Loch Fleet SSSI. Restoration of dune 
conditions is therefore key to restoring pre-forest conditions and its benefits at site scale: 
dune food sources and pollination space for invertebrates, amphibians, mammals and birds 
typical of dunes.  The invertebrate interest at Coul is particularly important. 
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Timber extraction left the 6.91 ha area with many brash tracks (estimated length 3923 
metres) and much ground churned up, including deep sunken depressions within soft 
seasonally wet depressions (former humid dune slacks, before planting in 1975). The 
extensive brash track remains are decaying only slowly and, with tree stumps, are 
preventing habitat recovery within their footprint. The ground is dangerous to traverse 
because some brash timber is hidden under moss and grass growth. At the moment it is not 
safe for stock grazing, with a high risk of bone fractures for cattle. There is also old fencing 
wire within some of the brash. 
 
Away from brash and stumps, some dune habitat has re-established naturally and the early 
stages of grey dune grassland, dune heath, humid dune slack and slack with dune willow are 
present. These occur as small to modest-sized patches with poor connectivity. Recovering 
dune wetlands have developed faster and can be extensive. The largest already contain 
large quantities of unusual plants such as Shoreweed Littorella uniflora and habitat 
zonations have developed which are close to and in one case better than those found 
elsewhere at Coul Links. 
 
Much of this recovery towards a site-wide dune mosaic of multiple connected habitats is 
now threatened unless immediate restoration and then appropriate management are used 
to ensure that habitat succession to dune can continue. The problem comes from invasive 
native species (not INNS – the only such example is a small number of Lodgepole Pine 
individuals which are easily removed). Gaps in the brash and disturbed soil have been 
invaded by woody common native plants: mainly Birch, Raspberry and Blackberry plus a 
little Gorse on dry ground, Meadowsweet in wet areas. These plants have then expanded 
quickly away from the brash and are now overtopping areas which had started to develop 
dune species. Nutrients leached from brash wood have probably aided the rapid 
development of these invasive native species. 
 
Immediate ground restoration is needed. We propose mulching brash and stumps, followed 
by replacement of the 1100 m fence around the deforested area. That will allow appropriate 
habitat management using grazing by stock with a preference for woody shrubs and herbs 
(e.g. Hebridean sheep if available). Stock grazing should begin in the months following 
mulching and fencing. It will probably require at least five years of grazing to remove the 
invasive common native species. 
 
Areas for Action - Hydrological Change 
Timber brash remains in many of the dune slacks within the 6.91 ha enclosure. This is best 
removed and then mulched, outside the slack boundary, to ensure that dune slack habitat 
zonation (i.e. full connectivity) is restored without a fragmented wood problem. Currently, 
brash in water has hardly decayed and mulched fragments would continue to interfere with 
natural dune hydrosere change for a very long time. This treatment of brash would 
therefore restore natural dune conditions as smooth dune slack habitat zonations with 
optimal connectivity. 
 
Areas for Action – Coasts 
The project represents a nature-based solution (using management-guided habitat 
succession to restore dune habitats and connectivity), maximising the space and 
connectivity available for biota to adapt to climate change. Studies of change at Coul Links 
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used at a recent Public Local Inquiry suggest the site is becoming wetter (24% wetland in a 
1994 NVC survey, 30% wetland in a 2017 sample survey using 6km of line transects). That 
trend agrees with regional predictions for increased rainfall. This proportion of wetland in a 
protected dune site is unusually high and reflects the unusual groundwater aquifers 
underlying the site, fed principally by inland sandstone geology but with a seasonal (winter) 
dome in the north of the Coul SSSI sector.   As an example of adaptation, a changing balance 
between wet and dry habitats driven by increasing rainfall will develop unimpeded by the 
legacy of past forestry at Coul Links.  
 
Areas for Action – INNS 
There has been a small amount of Lodgepole Pine reseed invasion outside the 6.91 ha 
enclosure, plus a few trees established inside since timber removal. These trees will be 
removed by hand sawing at the ground surface. The tree numbers involved are small and 
this is a very small element of the project. However, some of these trees have started to 
cone and if they not removed quickly they could result in much more widespread INNS 
regeneration. 
 
Targeted action – Habitats 
The following habitat actions using nature-based solutions to climate change will result from 
this project: 

• Dune habitats will be re-established over 6.91 ha – at the moment a combination of 
forestry brash and rapidly-expanding invasive common native plants are preventing 
natural dune succession by occupying space and shading/out-competing dune 
species. 

• This 6.91 ha area within an SSSI/SPA/Ramsar site has not been managed for dune 
nature conservation since afforestation in 1975. It was damaged too by timber 
extraction in 2011/12. This project will be the start of new habitat management for 
a wide range of dune conditions: grey (fixed) dune grasslands, two types of dune 
heath and two types of dune slack. 

• The project directly addresses habitat loss from 1975 and rehabilitates the damage 
done to 6.91 ha by timber extraction as part of deforestation in 2011/12. It will 
correct the damage and arising consequential effects, allowing pre-forestry dune 
habitats to re-establish.   

    
 

9. Project Start Date:         Estimated Completion date: 

 

Note: The project start date should be the point at which you will begin to prepare for or 

deliver activities that you have asked us to fund.   

 All projects and their activities must be completed and claimed by 31 March 2022. 

 
10. Please describe how any of your project work will address diffuse pollution pressures if this is 

applicable. 

Not applicable 

17 December 2021 6 September2021 
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11. Please select which Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity (IPBES) drivers 

of biodiversity loss, as set out in the applicant guidance, will be addressed by your project: 

(check all that apply) 

☒ Land and sea-use change 

☐ Direct exploitation of organisms 
☒ Climate change and its impacts 

☐ Pollution 

☒ Invasive non-native species 

 
12. Please select what areas for action, as set out in the ‘Areas for Action’ section of the guidance, 

will be addressed by your project: (check all that apply) 

Priorities for Action:     
 

☒ Habitat management and connectivity  

☒ Hydrological change       
☐ Urbanisation        
☒ INNS 
☐ Marine  

 

13. Please confirm the location(s) of your project where actions will be delivered, including local 

authority areas.  You should also tell us about the current condition of the project location(s) 

and what evidence you have to support this, for example baseline surveys.   

The 6.91 ha enclosure is located at Coul Links, within Loch Fleet SSSI and the Dornoch Firth 
& Loch Fleet SPA and Ramsar sites. The centre of the enclosure is at NGR NH(28) 81266 
94307. The enclosure is sited close to the geographic centre of Coul Links, 300 metres 
northeast of Coul Farm buildings inland, outwith the SSSI. The enclosure is in SE Sutherland, 
within dunes on the south side of the Loch Fleet estuary, in the Highland Council local 
authority area. 
 
The history of the site is included above in section 8. That history has produced the current 
condition: patches of dune grassland, dune heath and dune slack habitat showing arrested 
succession after tree clearance due to the effects of extensive timber brash mats, tree 
stumps and invading native woody herbs, shrubs and trees. The habitats in the enclosure 
would be recorded in unfavourable condition using UK site condition monitoring rules and is 
likely to degenerate further without this project.  
 
Evidence for this assessment is based on knowledge of site history gained from 1975, 1989 
and 2016 aerial photography plus the detailed site knowledge of one Coul Future Ltd 
director (Dr Tom Dargie), gained over 33 years. That knowledge includes production of a 
SNH NVC survey in 1994, habitat recording in 2017 along line transects through the 
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enclosure, plus detailed enclosure walkovers on at least 12 occasions in 2016, 2017, 2019 
and 2021. The work includes field GIS mapping of brash track centrelines, where safe to do 
so. 
 
A georeferenced map of brashmat distribution within the enclosure is included in the 
supplementary material submitted with this application. 
 

 

14. Please tell us if you have discussed your project proposals with any local groups, organisations 

or stakeholders and whether this has included any young people (25 and under). Tell us if they 

are supportive of your project and if any opportunities for involvement have been identified, 

including after the Nature Restoration Fund project period.   

Yes, in the very limited application time available initial contacts are being made. This step 
so far has been difficult – it is the holiday season and some key people are away. We have 
had telephone discussion or sent emails or letters to several stakeholders (the landowner 
contact is discussed in Section 18), with contact material appended to this application. 
These contacts are very recent and we have no replies yet on which to state support. The 
stakeholders are: 
 

• NatureScot: telephone discussion 23rd July 2021 between Dr Tom Dargie on behalf of 
Coul Future Ltd (CFL) and David Patterson (ARO Golspie, responsible for Loch Fleet 
SSSI). CFL stressed that the NRF project would not duplicate proposals in the recently 
negotiated Coul Links and Farm Management Plan. Instead, it would enhance the 
plan by rapid conversion of dangerous damaged land, to allow it to be grazed from 
2022. The only overlap between the plan and the CFL project is the removal of the 
rotten 1975 6.91 ha enclosure fence, to provide a new temporary stock fence for c. 
five years, to allow immediate, safe conservation grazing. David Patterson was 
positive in response to the proposal and we believe he sees its added value in 
strengthening the conservation benefits of the NatureScot-funded plan. CFL expects 
local NatureScot support to be supportive. 

• Caithness & Sutherland Access Officer (Matt Dent), The Highland Council and John 
O’Groats Trail Officer, Jay Wilson (part of The Association of Northern Trails 
Scotland). These stakeholders are responsible for the Core Path running along the 
western boundary of the Coul Links SSSI sector at Loch Fleet (a former railway line), a 
waymarked section of the John O’Groats Trail. A joint email has been sent to both, 
explaining the project and the need for a temporary diversion of the Core Path/Trail 
through Coul Farm, for safety reasons (protecting the public from the risk of flying 
wood fragments as brash track timber is flailed). CFL is also suggesting that a narrow 
scrubby screen (gorse with a few birch and willow trees) is maintained between the 
Core Path and immediately-adjacent dune slacks. These are becoming wetter over 
time, with standing water in parts for much or all of the year, attracting waterfowl. 
The waterfowl have brought in several interesting aquatic native species, not found 
elsewhere at Coul. In winter, these water bodies are occasionally used by protected 
SPA/Ramsar species, especially when most dune slacks at Coul are frozen. The dune 
slacks by the Core Path are fed in winter by high groundwater levels and spring lines 
emerging east of Coul farm, plus a seasonal watercourse, so they rarely completely 
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freeze. The screen will minimise wintering waterfowl and breeding bird disturbance 
by Core Path/Trail users.       

• Communities for Coul (C4C) is a company incorporated in January 2021 with the 
purpose of establishing a golf course at Coul Links. To this end, it is working with the 
Coul landowner (Edward Abel Smith) and it is reported that C4C will lease SSSI land 
and undertake management of ground outwith a golf course footprint. It currently 
has five local Directors and the email has been sent to one, Gordon Sutherland, the 
owner of a luxury bed and breakfast business in Dornoch. He has contributed to 
‘Townhall’ Zoom meetings (chairing one) for four ‘townhall’ sessions promoting a 
golf course and its predicted economic benefits. C4C claims it has a local mandate to 
submit a planning application for a golf course at Coul, based on a recent poll, 
despite rejection by Scottish Ministers of an earlier golf planning application in 2017 
which was called in and was then the subject of a four-week Public Local Inquiry in 
2019. Planning permission was refused by Scottish Ministers in February 2020. No 
plans for a C4C golf course have been released. The CFL email to Mr Sutherland 
emphasises that the CFL proposal for 6.91 ha of dune habitat restoration need not 
interfere with or prevent any C4C golf course development and, importantly, will 
immediately address the problem of the brash-track eyesore which C4C highlighted 
strongly in their local Zoom meetings and postal material accompanying their ballot 
papers.  

• The Embo Trust (Urras Euraboil) is a community and trading body (Embo Trust 
Trading) based in Embo village, the closest settlement which is immediately south of 
Coul Links and 1300 metres from the project enclosure. We have contacted the 
Chairman, Lawrence Bews, by letter. The Trust in recent years has made much of an 
alleged lack of local employment opportunities for local young people. It had a small 
equity stake in the 2017 golf planning application which was refused by Scottish 
Ministers in 2020. The CFL letter to the Trust emphasises that its proposal for 6.91 ha 
of dune habitat restoration need not interfere with or prevent any golf course 
development in the future and will immediately address an eyesore (ugly brash 
tracks on local dunes) which has been a subject of local complaint for a decade. We 
also mention our ambition of managing all SSSI land at Coul, should further plans for 
a golf course be abandoned or refused. That could easily provide local employment 
in the environment for young adults.  

• Councillor Jim McGillivray (Embo) is the local elected Highland Council 
representative for East Sutherland and Edderton Ward and lives in Embo. Up until 
January 2020 he was also Chairman and a Director of the Embo Trust and Embo 
Trust (Trading). Mr McGillivray considers Coul Links to be poorly managed and has 
complained about the poor state of the deforested enclosure in particular. The CFL 
email to Mr McGillivray emphasises that its proposal for 6.91 ha of dune habitat 
restoration need not interfere with or prevent any golf course development in the 
future and will immediately address the local hazardous eyesore (ugly brash tracks 
on local dunes) which has been a subject of local complaint for a decade. We also 
mention our ambition of managing all SSSI land at Coul, should further plans for a 
golf course be abandoned or refused. That would provide local employment in the 
environment for young adults. 

• Dornoch Area Community Council (DACC) supported the refused 2017 application 
for a golf course at Coul Links and appears likely to do the same if a further 
application is made by C4C.  The CFL email to DACC emphasises that its proposal for 
6.91 ha of dune habitat restoration need not interfere with or prevent any golf 
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course development in the future and that it will immediately address a local 
hazardous eyesore (ugly brash tracks on local dunes alongside the John O’Groats 
Trail) which has been a subject of local complaint for a decade. We also mention our 
ambition of managing all SSSI land at Coul, should further plans for a golf course be 
abandoned or refused. That would provide local employment in the environment for 
young adults. 

 
None of the above organisations to our knowledge explicitly deals with young people (25 
and under). Our project components in 2021/22 (mulching, new fence erection) are quite 
specific and CFL sees little opportunity for their involvement apart from liaison and seeking 
permission from two stakeholders to have a temporary diversion of the John O’Groats Trail 
during mulching operations. This is for safety reasons, to mitigate fully the risk of flying 
wood fragments injuring the public.   
 
Coul Future Ltd is confident in its approaches to the above stakeholders because it has 
director-level national and international experience of coastal dunes and their management, 
in the shape of Dr Tom Dargie, and a good understanding of the legal frameworks necessary 
for effective environmental conservation.  
 
Dr Dargie is the author of two volumes (Scotland, Wales) on the Sand Dune Vegetation 
Survey of Great Britain published by The Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) and 
the Sand Dune Vegetation Survey of Scotland undertaken between 1994 and 2000 for 
Scottish Natural Heritage. He is the author of the UK Machair Habitat Action Plan and with 
others he produced the initial guidance for UK soft-coast guidelines on Site Condition 
Monitoring. He has contributed key mapping and documents to new coastal SAC 
designations in England in Lincolnshire and has researched SAC unfavourable condition at 
Sandwich Bay in Kent for Natural England. That included assistance with PhD training and 
strategic directions to be followed in management research, including investigation of the 
role of dune nutrients, groundwater and sward structure in affecting vegetation condition. 
One radical experiment suggested by Dr Dargie was the use of controlled burning of rank 
dune grassland. Revised golf course management, verified by PhD work, recently achieved 
Favourable Condition for the SSSI/SAC at Sandwich Bay. In Europe, with Dr Geoffrey Radley 
formerly of Natural England and DEFRA, he advised EC DG Environment on the suitability of 
coastal dune areas in Bulgaria as candidate SACs, at the time of Bulgaria’s EC accession. That 
work included field checks on habitat definition and mapping in relation to site boundaries.   
 
John Campbell is a Queen’s Counsel, an experienced Planning and Environmental Lawyer, 
and a member of the Bars of Scotland, and England & Wales. 
 
Our third Director, Andrew Mackay, is a greenkeeper at Royal Dornoch Golf Club. He has 
more than two decades of local experience, including Head Greenkeeper at the private 
Skibo Club Championship course. His role in CFL is to advise in the future on local links golf 
course management requiring adaptation to climate change (including sea level rise) 
including biodiversity enhancement.  
 
CFL feels it could quickly establish a coastal management centre at Coul of national repute, 
suggesting and implementing practical solutions to the climate and biodiversity crises on the 
coast.  That envisioned Coul Centre for Coastal Management would serve the public and 
private sectors, using project funds to provide environmental and administration 
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employment opportunities. This proposed NRF project is the initial step towards winning 
local support for that Centre.  
 
 

 
 
 
15. Do you own the land where your project will take place? 

 ☐ Yes  ☒ No 

 
16. Do you lease the land where your project will take place? 

 ☐ Yes  ☒ No 

17. Do you have permission from the landowner(s) to carry out the project? 

☐ Yes  ☐ No 

Note: Should your application be successful, and depending on the terms of your lease if 

applicable, the landowner(s) will be required to confirm agreement to the proposed actions 

and agreement of the Terms and Conditions that will include a 10 year maintenance and 

compliance period. A form is available to download from our website and will be required to 

be signed prior to any Funding Offer being issued.  

18. Please tell us how many landowners will be involved in your project, your relationship with 

them and their involvement in the development of your project so far. 

There is one landowner, Mr Edward Abel Smith, occasionally residing at Coul Farm, adjacent 
to the Coul Links SSSI sector. Much of his land holding outwith his SSSI sector is let for 
grazing and for silage and hay production. The northern part of his SSSI sector is winter-
grazed by cattle. 
 
Mr Abel Smith is pursuing various options for his land at Coul at this moment: a luxury hotel 
outwith the SSSI is the subject of an application for planning permission; a golf course with 
another organisation, Communities for Coul which (as we understand it) would be 
responsible for winning planning permission. The hotel is stated as only being developed if 
permission for the golf course is gained. No application has been made. Mr Abel Smith has 
also been discussing implementation of a Coul Links and Farm Management Plan for the 
Coul SSSI sector with NatureScot. NatureScot has been responsible for funding production of 
the plan which is to be funded using the Agro-Environment Climate Scheme (AECS), plus 
some use of Improving Public Access (IPA) funding. It is in the spirit of this NatureScot 
management plan that this application is being made, as a very important supplement to the 
management plan objectives. 
 
Coul Future Ltd has written to Mr Abel Smith seeking his project approval in principle using 
the Landowner/Landlord Declaration. Our letter includes outline project details and our 
wider vision. We have emphasised that this project need not affect any of his current 
options. Indeed, it will better facilitate the NatureScot management plan. We have asked for 
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an opportunity to discuss our proposals and thinking via virtual meetings. Mr Abel Smith has 
only had a few days to consider our letter and so far we have not had a reply. He might be 
on holiday with his family. He requires more time to consider it and we have therefore left 
both boxes blank in Section 17. We include a copy of our letter in the supplementary 
information with this application. We will forward the response of Mr Abel Smith when it is 
forthcoming. He is also being sent a copy of this application as evidence of the work 
intended and its purpose. 
 

 
19. Is there any ongoing grazing on the area within which your project will be delivered? 

☒ Yes  ☐ No 

If yes, please tell us as much as you can about the grazing and its impacts. 

For example, if it’s deer, do you know the deer density, has there been a recent deer count, is 

there a Deer Management Agreement or Deer Management Group you are aware of? If 

livestock, what are the livestock numbers, density and usage? Are the impacts positive or 

negative? 

There is no stock grazing within the 6.91 ha project area because it is too dangerous for 
stock due to the extensive part-rotted brash mats.  There is a high risk of animal leg 
fractures. The main purpose of this project is to make the enclosure safe for stock. Once 
that is done, stock preferring a diet of woody non-heath species should be used to remove 
invasive non-dune species. When that is achieved the enclosure stock fence can be removed 
and the area re-connected to adjacent dune conditions.  
 
Elsewhere, there is winter grazing of cattle in the north of the SSSI land owned by Coul 
Farm, about 10 cows with a few followers. Feed is brought into the SSSI and sacrifice areas 
have, over time, produced locally extensive areas of enriched ground, representing 
unfavourable condition. These stocking numbers are too low and dune vegetation away 
from feeding stances is undergrazed. One consequence is that ground disturbance exposing 
bare sand (an important feature for dune biodiversity, especially invertebrates) is limited to 
daily travel routes taken by the cattle. Overall, outwith the project area, cattle grazing 
impacts are negative. There are plans within the Coul Links and Farm Management Plan to 
improve habitat condition by conservation grazing and the enclosure project area can be 
added to the plan from 2022.  
 
A small number of Roe Deer browse throughout Coul Links, perhaps totalling 20. We know 
of no deer count. These use the 6.91 ha grazing area. For example, a single small Holly 
sapling is present and is heavily browsed because this is a known preferred species. Roe 
Deer have had a small positive impact on the expansion of other woody species in the 
enclosure (they have reduced the rate of expansion slightly). Stalking by shooting clients at 
Coul Farm takes place so there is some deer population control. The remains of grallochs 
and leg bones are occasionally found. Overall deer grazing impacts in the project area are 
slightly positive.  
 

 
20. Why is your project needed and what evidence do you have to support this?  
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Please refer to the ‘Areas for Action’ section of the guidance. 

The project is needed to further the interests of coastal nature at Coul, and to restore part 
of the priceless habitat for a unique collection of flora and fauna, as well as to re-establish 
wildlife and habitat connectivity within the site and beyond to the Loch Fleet area. There are 
now no fewer than five designations in and around Loch Fleet, from Ramsar, SPA and SAC, 
SSSI, and National Nature Reserve (not all applying to the Coul Links SSSI sector). The 
restoration work outlined in this application will assist and foster all their purposes in 
different ways by restoring condition in this central geographical area at Coul.  
 
Our evidence to support this project is included in the supplementary information included 
with this information: a map of the enclosure site marked with brashtrack lines and the 
enclosure fence, plus the John O’Groats Trail Core Path and Coul Farm roads/track for 
machinery access (georeferenced, scale larger than 1:5000 @ A4); photographs taken 
recently in the enclosure area; the NatureScot habitat management plan which emphasises 
the poor nature of past and current grazing management as well as a little information on 
the deforested enclosure (pages 18-19, with the 6.91 ha area rounded to 7 ha); copies of 
email and letters to stakeholders. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Section C - Your project activities  

Please provide details on the activities that will be undertaken to implement your project. If your 

application is successful, we will base any Funding Offer to you on these activities, and assess 

claims for payment on progress towards them. Please take a realistic approach.  

All activities that you are seeking funding for should be included in the table.  We are content to 

receive additional information in separate document(s), particularly in relation to the wider 

context, rationale for project activities and maps, but will not accept applications with only ‘See 

attached’.  

Please complete the table below using the following guidance: 

Project Activity - Describe the activities you will undertake with reference to the ‘Priorities for 

Action’ guidance. Be as specific as possible on the habitat, species, infrastructure or 

skills/training/jobs being targeted and what will happen on the ground. 

Location/site(s) - Tell us where each of your activities will take place. Include any designations and 

provide a grid square reference.  You should include a map with your application (at a scale of 

1:10,000 minimum) clearly showing where each of the activities will take place.  We also welcome 

photographs that may help us to assess the proposed locations.   

Outputs - specify what will be evident on the ground, what infrastructure changes will have taken 

place, and what skills development or training will have been delivered as a result of these 
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activities, quantifying where it is possible to do so. This must include areas of habitat that will be 

impacted/benefit (hectares/metres). 

Who will implement - specify if it will be applicant organisation staff, another partner (if applying 

as a partnership/consortium) or a consultant/contractor who will be responsible for delivering 

specific activities. 

Expected timescale – specify the month(s) between August 2021 and March 2022 when your 

activities will be delivered. All projects and their activities must be completed and claimed by 31 

March 2022. 
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21. Project Activities and Outputs (add additional lines if required).  In Q29 you will be asked how you will monitor, evaluate and measure success of 

these activities and outputs. 

 
Project Activity Location/site(s) Outputs 

Who will 

implement 

Expected 

Timescale 

A 

Pre- mulching preparation and baseline:  

Obtain all permissions required to implement project 

activities, likely to take a month. 

 

Obtain tender prices from contractors for mulching and 

fencing project activities. 

  

Search of enclosure with metal detector to find and 

remove wire fencing known to be present and partly 

hidden by brash; Set up 50 fixed point photography 

locations pre-mulching using Real-time Kinetic 

differential GPS (RTK GNSS); Take pre-mulching 

photographs using pole-mounted RTK camera; Install four 

line transects (two north-south and two west-east) and 

record baseline habitats using Phase 1/NVC systems and 

local cover categories (e.g. brashmat). 

Deforested enclosure, 

6.91 ha in area, Coul 

Links in Sutherland 

(Highland Council 

region) NH (28) 81266 

94307). The enclosure 

lies within Loch Fleet 

SSSI, as well as the 

Dornoch Firth & Loch 

Fleet SPA and Ramsar 

sites. See map in 

attached 

supplementary 

documents. 

Report and digital 

databases, including GIS 

files in NatureScot format 

(Arc shapefiles) 

Coul Future 

Limited staff 

5 days 

preparation 

over a 

month, 11 

days 

fieldwork, 4 

days 

reporting 
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B 

Mulching 

Removal of timber brashmat material from dune slacks, 

followed by machine mulching of all brash timber and 

felled tree stumps using a fast-rotating cylindrical 

mulching head, spreading wood fragments as evenly as 

possible over adjacent ground. That ground is currently a 

mix of small patches of dune grassland, dune heath and 

more extensive dune slack much of which is infested with 

invasive native species. The invasive species are an 

immediate threat to continued habitat succession leading 

to more mature, well-structured dune conditions. 

 

A low ground-pressure excavator with protected cab will 

be used to move timber and undertake mulching.  

Mulching will also remove the aerial biomass of the 

woody invasive species. 

 

Scrub and trees immediately adjacent to dune slacks 

beside the John O’Groats Trail will be retained to act as a 

screen, reducing disturbance to waterfowl and breeding 

birds. 

 

This work will require temporary diversion of the John O 

Groat’s Trail through Coul Farm, with warning notices 

placed to keep the public at least 100 metres from the 

project enclosure. 

 

Deforested enclosure, 

6.91 ha in area, Coul 

Links in Sutherland 

(Highland Council 

region) NH (28) 81266 

94307). The enclosure 

lies within Loch Fleet 

SSSI, as well as the 

Dornoch Firth & Loch 

Fleet SPA and Ramsar 

sites. See map in 

attached 

supplementary 

documents. 

Removal of hazardous 

brashmat tracks, 

estimated length 3.923 

metres (up to 3 metres 

wide and 0.5-0.6 m thick) 

by directed mulcher 

spreading over adjacent 

ground. Removal of 

above-ground felled tree 

bases, number unknown, 

average spacing 

approximately 2 m apart. 

This will convert the 

enclosure into a safe area 

for stock grazing with a 

smooth rolling dune 

surface, available for 

grazing from 2022 

onwards. Conservation 

grazing will be required 

from 2022 to suppress 

and then eliminate 

regrowth of woody 

invasive species.  

Experienced 

forestry 

mulching 

contractor 

4 weeks.  
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Project Activity Location/site(s) Outputs 

Who will 

implement 

Expected 

Timescale 

C 

Enclosure Fencing Work 

Remove and dispose of existing 1975 fencing. All wire 

and rabbit-proof wire netting to be collected and 

recycled off-site under contractor licence. Posts to be 

collected and burnt in situ over metal sheeting, under 

close supervision to minimise wildfire risk. 

 

Erect new Rylock stock fence around enclosure – total 

length estimated as 1122 m using GIS. Inner edge not to 

include the John O’Groats Trail, to give same fence 

positioning as in NatureScot management plan. The new 

northern side should be taken south of existing habitats 

which were not afforested in 1975 (about 1 ha of wet 

woodland, dune slack, dune heath and dune grassland). 

This will allow their immediate inclusion in the Coul SSSI 

management plan for grazing, with no fencing barrier to 

habitat continuity.  

 

An existing gate in the northwest of the enclosure fence 

is in good condition and can be re-used 

 

Deforested enclosure, 

6.91 ha in area, Coul 

Links in Sutherland 

(Highland Council 

region) NH (28) 81266 

94307). The enclosure 

lies within Loch Fleet 

SSSI, as well as the 

Dornoch Firth & Loch 

Fleet SPA and Ramsar 

sites. See map in 

attached 

supplementary 

documents. 

Gated stock-proof fence, 

as required for 

conservation grazing after 

project completion. That 

grazing is needed to 

eliminate woody invasive 

species and achieve a 

more mature, well-

structured habitat mosaic 

of dune grassland, dune 

heath and dune slack. 

Experienced 

fencing 

contractor 

3 weeks 
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Project Activity Location/site(s) Outputs 

Who will 

implement 

Expected 

Timescale 

D 

Post- mulching baseline monitoring and reporting  

 

Return to 50 fixed point photography locations Real-time 

Kinetic differential GPS (RTK GNSS); Take post-mulching 

photographs using pole-mounted RTK camera. 

 

Use established four line transects (two north-south and 

two west-east) to re-record baseline habitats using Phase 

1/NVC systems and local cover categories (e.g. visual 

percent cover estimates of mulched timber fragment 

cover. 

 

Report to be submitted to Nature Restoration Fund 

nominated officer. 

Deforested enclosure, 

6.91 ha in area, Coul 

Links in Sutherland 

(Highland Council 

region) NH (28) 81266 

94307). The enclosure 

lies within Loch Fleet 

SSSI, as well as the 

Dornoch Firth & Loch 

Fleet SPA and Ramsar 

sites. See map in 

attached 

supplementary 

documents. 

Report and digital 

databases, including GIS 

files in NatureScot format 

(Arc shapefiles) 

Coul Future 

Limited staff 

6 days 

fieldwork, 4 

days 

reporting 

E 
 

 

    

F 
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22. Please detail all permissions that will be required to implement the project activities you have 

outlined in the table above. This includes permissions relating to designated sites, SEPA 

licences, Marine licences, felling permissions and Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA). Tell 

us what discussions you have had to date regarding permissions, with who, and provide an 

indicative timescale for securing the permissions you will need.  

Permissions relating to the designated sites present at Coul (SSSI, SPA/Ramsar) will be 
required from NatureScot. Telephone discussion with David Patterson suggested that no 
formal EIA would be needed and that NatureScot would be willing to provide an Appropriate 
Assessment of the project activities. These would be viewed as positive works, enhancing 
the nature conservation interest of the site. The timing of the work would be important, to 
avoid the bird breeding season and disturbance to SPA-listed wintering waterfowl. This has 
not yet been discussed with Mr Patterson but the waterfowl will not use the enclosure if the 
dune watertable remains below the surface until December (the usual timing of the first 
standing water in winter). All site work should be complete by December. 
 
Permission to divert the John O’Groats Trail will be required from The Highland Council and 
an email regarding this project has been sent to the Access Officer (Caithness & Sutherland) 
and to the John O’Groats Trail Officer (Association of Northern Trails Scotland). 
 
Permitted development 
 This is a new requirement from the Scottish Government, whereby the application form and 
map is submitted to the local planning authority, in this case Highland Council, and a 
submission fee is paid, to cover ‘Permitted development Rights’. Restoration work does not 
need planning permission, since the Scottish Government considers it to be a permitted 
development. However the planning authority still needs sight of the restoration plan to see 
that it is compliant with all relevant legislation and will not impact on scheduled ancient 
monuments for example. CFL will fill out a simple ‘Prior notification form’ on the eplanning 
website here, https://www.eplanning.scot/ePlanningClient/default.aspx and will upload the 
Nature Restoration Fund application and maps on this webpage and pay the £78 fee. The 
NRF also has to upload the application form to eplanning at about the same time. If Highland 
Council do not get back to CFL with queries within 28 days, it is assumed they are content 
with the application. 
 
 

 

23. Are any of the activities proposed above included in any development, implementation, site 

management or action plans that you, or any of your project partners, are involved in?  

☐ Yes  ☒ No 

If yes, please provide details. 

 
 

 

https://www.eplanning.scot/ePlanningClient/default.aspx
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24. How ready is this project to make a start with the project activities outlined? Please detail any 

specific action(s) not included within this application that is needed before work can start and 

the associated risks. 

The project is ready to start once landowner permission is obtained. The landowner, Mr 
Edward Abel Smith, has only recently received intimation of the project and its details, plus 
the Landowner/Landlord Declaration. This is the only specific action which is not included 
with this application. 
 

 

25. How do you plan to monitor and evaluate your activities and the success of your project? 

Please include specific measures relating to your project activities detailed at Q24 and 

measures appropriate to the habitat and/or species you are targeting, for example, 

quantification of habitat improvements (area, length, number). 

Two types of monitoring are proposed under project activities:  
 

1. Fixed point photography (using RTK GNSS coordinates and a pole-mounted Leica 
camera to take before and after photos of unmulched/mulched ground). This will 
use 50 points located at random within ground with brashtrack (about 6 ha of the 
6.91 ha enclosure). 

2. Four fixed line transects will be used to record Phase 1 habitats and National 
Vegetation Classification types using start and finish points for each under the line 
centre. Some additional classification categories will be needed for recording: 
brashmat timber pre-mulching and mulched timber fragments post-mulching. Lines 
will be installed on a field GIS/GPS tablet running PocketGIS, with a 2 metre buffer 
either side of a line, ensuring that all field positioning is within that buffer. Each 
survey (pre-mulching, post-mulching) will record Phase 1 habitat or NVC type per 
line segment, plus the proportion of ground estimated to be covered in timber or 
timber fragments. These will be measured as percentage of all line transect length, 
using the line intercept principle of vegetation survey, used worldwide since 1947. 

 
Quantification of habitat improvement in the report to the Nature Restoration Fund will 
compare the following percent areas under the line transects, before and then after 
mulching:  

1. individual dune habitats; 
2. individual invasive species; 
3. brash mat timber; 
4. felled tree stumps; 
5. timber fragments.  

 
Success will be judged on a maintained or increased cover of dune habitat, reduced cover of 
invasive species, minimal remaining timber or felled tree stumps, and timber fragment 
quantities which do not markedly reduce dune habitat amounts. These results will be 
qualitatively compared with fixed point photographs. 
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26. What plans do you have in place to monitor the impact of the project during the 10 year 

maintenance period?  

Coul Future Limited has not proposed monitoring beyond the duration of this immediate 
project. CFL intends to follow-up the habitat changes in the enclosure once it is 
incorporated into the NatureScot SSSI management plan and receives conservation grazing 
by stock which should reduce and then eliminate woody invasive species. That will be 
straightforward using the fixed point and line transect locations. Applications for funding to 
cover expenses will be made to do this. 
 

 
 

Section D – Project Costs  

We need to know the following costs, broken down by NatureScot financial year (1 April – 31 

March): 

– The total cash cost of your project – all cash items required to deliver the project activities 

– The amount of cash you are requesting from NatureScot  

– The amount of cash contributions you or other funders are providing  

– The amount of in-kind contributions you or other contributors are providing  

 

You will need to provide details of your project costs with your application.  A Project Finances 

(Excel spreadsheet) template will be sent to those offered an opportunity to submit a full 

application. 

27. Are you registered for VAT? 

☐ Yes  ☒ No 

 

28. Are you able to reclaim VAT from HM Revenue and Customs for the costs included within your 

project? 

☐ Yes  ☒ No 

If you are not able to reclaim VAT from HM Revenue and Customs, you should include 

‘Irrecoverable VAT’ relating to project costs as a separate line in the cash cost table in the Project 

Finances spreadsheet. 

 
29. If you are applying for Full Cost Recovery, please explain what elements are included in the 

value you have requested and how it was calculated. 

 
 

 

Procurement purchasing thresholds 
 



 

NRF – June 2021                             20 

All Applicants should demonstrate good procurement practice by inviting open and fair 
competitive quotes, emails are acceptable, and tenders as outlined below*: 
 
*Public Bodies should follow their own purchasing procedures to ensure public accountability. 
Please have these available, as we may ask to see them. 
 

Purchasing threshold  - 

including any VAT that 

may be payable 

Requirement 

£1,000 & below x 1 Quote 

– to ensure value for money 

£1,000 to £25,000 x 3 Quotes 

– a minimum of 3 suppliers to be invited to quote 

Justification required if single tender 

Justification required if Other Than Lowest Quote 

£25,000 to £50,000 x 5 Quotes 

- a minimum of 5 suppliers to be invited to quote 

Justification required if 5 suppliers not invited to quote 

Justification required if Other Than Lowest Quote  

£50,000 and above - advertise and full procurement tendering exercise 

Where an Applicant plans to do the restoration work on their own 
land, personally or through their business operations, we will require 
additional evidence to ensure fair and open competition and value for 
money.  Please email Grants@nature.scot for more information. 

 
If you intend to contract on a different basis from the thresholds above, you must get our prior 
approval in writing.  
 
You will need to keep appropriate financial information and records to support purchasing 
decisions. 
 
Applicants must not enter into a formal contract with a supplier prior to receiving and accepting a 
formal offer of funding from us. 
 

Section E – Project Management 

30. How will the project be managed? 

You should tell us: 

– How you, or the partnership/consortium, will manage the project on a day-to-day basis 

– What governance arrangements are in place 

– How you will monitor the project finances 

– How you will monitor and report on project progress 

 
Dr Dargie will manage the project on a day to day basis. He will report to Mr Campbell on a 
weekly basis, including financial details. Financial transactions will all pass through the Coul 
Future Limited bank account. 

mailto:Grants@nature.scot
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Dr Dargie will report to the Nature Restoration Fund on a monthly basis, including finance, 
with Mr Campbell checking and signing off documents. 
 
There will be a final report to the Nature restoration Fund on project completion in 
December 2021. 
 

 
31. What are the risks associated with your project, both management and delivery? Please detail 

what steps you will take to prevent a risk and how it will be managed. 

Coul Future Limited does not see significant management or delivery risks once landowner 
permission is obtained. The project is made up of only a small number of steps involving CFL 
staff and two contractors (mulching, fencing).  
 
There is a chance that the current pandemic could create uncertainty and slippage in the 
project timetable. Government vaccination measures and workplace Covid-19 precautions 
will be followed strictly and these together should manage this pandemic risk. 
 
 

 
32. How will you maintain the project beyond the timeframe of the Nature Restoration Fund? 

Please outline the main elements that will require future maintenance, who will be responsible 

and how it will be funded. 

This is a simple matter of NatureScot and the landowner agreeing to accept a mulched and 

newly-fenced enclosure into the 2021 Coul Links and Farm Management Plan. The 

untreated enclosure is already in that plan. This project enables conservation grazing, with 

options set out in the Plan, to start in 2022 within the enclosure, rather than waiting for a 

long and uncertain time for the site to become stock-safe by near-complete decay of timber 

brash. That process could take at least another decade, with invasive native woody species 

perhaps eradicating dune habitats in that period.  

 

Monitoring is strongly recommended beyond the 2021/22 timeframe, using the permanent 

methods established in this project. This should be maintained via future grant applications 

for expenses, perhaps on a two-yearly basis. Coul Future Limited is willing to provide the 

services of Dr Dargie pro bono for biannual monitoring work. 

 

 
33. If successful, payments will be made quarterly or 6-monthly in arrears on receipt of a 

satisfactory progress and claim report, with the final payment subject to receipt of a 

satisfactory end of project evaluation report.  Please indicate if you would prefer to claim 

quarterly or 6-monthly.  

Quarterly 
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Section F – Declaration 

– I am the Applicant and I am applying for a grant under the terms of the Natural Heritage 

(Scotland) Act 1991.  I have the appropriate authority to submit this application. 

– I confirm that the information I have given in this application is correct, to the best of my 

knowledge. 

– I have read and accept Scottish Natural Heritage (NatureScot) Standard Terms and 

Conditions of Funding. 

(You will find our Standard Conditions of Funding on our website.) 

 
NatureScot will collect and hold your contact details.  You should read our Funding Privacy Notice. 

Applicant signature 

We prefer to receive an electronic copy of your application. You can either: 

– insert a scanned copy of your hand-written signature, or 

– insert your name and submit the application from an email address that is identifiable as 

you/your organisation.   

 

Your signature: 

 

Date: 

27 July 2021 

 

Please email your completed application form, Project Finances spreadsheet and any supporting 

documents to NRF@nature.scot by midnight 27 July 2021. 

https://www.nature.scot/about-snh/access-information-and-services/access-information/funding-privacy-notice
mailto:NRF@nature.scot
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1 Introduction 
Coul Farm is owned by  covers a total of approximately 320 ha of improved 
grassland, unimproved grassland, woodland, scrub, sand dune, dune heath and dune grassland. 
The dune habitats are of highly significant conservation value and have been designated as part 
of the wider Loch Fleet Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). The land owned by Coul Farm, 
and extent of the SSSI, are shown on Map 1. 

This plan was commissioned by NatureScot in late 2020 with the stated aim of: ‘Producing a 
Management Plan, including the SSSI and Coul Farm for sustainable stock management and 
options to investigate how public access could be incorporated without causing impacts to SSSI 
features’. 

Discussions with all interested parties, and a number of site visits, have been undertaken as part 
of the production of this plan.   

2 Vision 
Coul Links is a highly significant site for nature conservation. The following vision for Coul Links 
forms the basis of this plan: 

Coul Links is of outstanding nature conservation value. It supports a diverse and special 
range of species and habitats. Everyone connected with the site values its diversity, wildness 
and beauty. Any management of the site will seek to maintain and enhance these special 
qualities.  

Coul Links is underpinned by sensitive management including livestock grazing, appropriate 
vegetation and scrub control.  This is carried out in a way that benefits habitats and species 
that are important to the site. 

Coul Links is a valuable resource for the local community, providing a source of freedom and 
inspiration for all those in the local area. 

Coul Links is a driver of economic activity as part of a sustainable land management at Coul 
Farm. It is an attraction for visitors from the local area and for those from further afield. 

3 Land summary  
This summary draws on visits undertaken by the authors, as well as a wide range of information 
provided by the owner and NatureScot. Note that this is not a detailed ecological summary or 
ecological report. Ecological information for the designated site and its features have been 
comprehensively covered elsewhere and is widely available. 

3.1 Designated sites 
The Loch Fleet Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) is the most northerly inlet on the east 
coast of mainland Britain. Extensive sandflats support internationally important numbers of 
wintering waterbirds. The surrounding coastal habitats are of outstanding variety and quality and 
support an assemblage of coastal breeding birds.  

The SSSI covers a significant proportion of Coul Farm, an area referred to in this plan as Coul 
Links (see Map 1). The section of SSSI on the farm itself mainly supports two SSSI features 
(sand-dune habitat and breeding bird assemblage) along with some smaller areas of saltmarsh.   
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Coul Links is also a component part of Dornoch Firth & Loch Fleet Special Protection Area (SPA) 
and Ramsar Site for coastal habitats and species.  

3.1.1 Habitats 

Coul Links is described in the SSSI Site Management Statement as: 

An extensive dune system which is unusual in displaying a complete transition 
from foredune to wooded slacks. Coastal heathland is well developed in drier 
areas, supporting juniper scrub. Flooded slacks and winter lochs contribute to 
the variety of habitat.  

The NVC habitat survey (Dargie, T. 1995. Sand Dune Survey of Scotland. Loch Fleet) 
of the site identifies a wide range of habitat types with semi-fixed dune, dune slack, 
mire, dune grassland and heath making up most of the area of Coul Links.  

Woodland and scrub are also a found on Coul Links. Mature and semi-mature birch 
woodland are a frequent habitat type on the northern half of the site, and gorse scrub 
is abundant within the areas of dune heath.  

3.1.2 Species 

Coul Links is notable for the wide range of vascular plant, lower plant, insect and bird species it 
supports. A large range of vascular plants have been recorded at Coul Links. These include 
species such as Baltic rush, purple milk-vetch, rockrose and coral-root orchid.  

A fungi survey in 2000 found the grassland at Coul Links to support an important fungi 
assemblage. In particular the high diversity of waxcap fungi (Hygrocybe). The site has a rich 
fungal diversity and open habitat, sheltered niches make an important contribution to this diversity. 
Relatively recent site visits has discovered the site has importance for its range of dune lichens, 
such as the scarce green-felt lichen.  

A range of bird species, many of which contribute to the SSSI breeding bird assemblage, have 
been recorded at Coul Links.  A 2016 breeding bird survey (Cosgrove, P. 2016. Coul Links 
Summer 2016 Breeding Bird Report) identified a number of these. These included oystercatcher, 
lapwing, ringed plover, redshank, stonechat, grasshopper warbler, linnet and reed bunting. In 
addition, curlew was identified as a possible breeder.   

Coul Links is notable for the population of Fonseca’s seed fly (Botanophila fonsecai). The global 
distribution of the BAP listed Fonseca's seed fly is believed to be restricted to a strip of sand and 
sparse herbage vegetation on the north of the Dornoch Firth. As an endemic species, B. fonsecai 
is of notable biodiversity importance.  Recent studies confirmed the presence of this rare seed-fly 
at Coul Links, extending its known range along the Sutherland coast. 

3.2 Land outside the SSSI 
Over half of Coul Farm is outside the area designated as SSSI. This remaining part of the farm 
incorporates improved grassland habitats as well as woodland and rough grazing. Improved 
grassland makes up the majority of the non-SSSI part of the farm. This grassland is well fenced, 
free draining and appears to support a productive grass sward capable of good growth rates and 
potential for hay/silage and the production of spring cereals. 
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Good grazing land outside the SSSI 

The south-west corner of the farm (known as the Coul Wood Reseed) supports a large area of 
rough grazing with a diverse range of habitats. This compartment extends to 41 hectares and 
supports habitats including dry heath, open water/wetland mosaic, birch and willow scrub, dense 
gorse and unimproved grassland. As such, it is has conservation value and would be eligible for 
funding under the current Agri-Environment and Climate Scheme (AECS). 

 
Mosaic of habitats in the south west corner of the farm 

One other area of non-SSSI ground is of conservation interest. This runs between the farm access 
track and the SSSI. This field is generally species poor and dominated by grasses such as 
cocksfoot and fescues. It incorporates some areas of wet ground and open water. 

A strip of lodgepole pine runs along the southern edge of the Coul Wood Reseed. 

3.3 Houses and buildings 
There are a number of houses and buildings concentrated around Coul Farm.  The main house is 
used by the  family when visiting the farm. There are two other houses close to the 
farm. Neither of these is currently occupied. The bigger house is divided into two with each half 
consisting of one bedroom properties. This house is in a reasonable state of repair. The smaller 
house consists of two up, two down cottage. Until recently, this was used as a workshop. This 
house is in a relatively poor state of repair and would require considerable work to make it 
habitable again. 
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The farm buildings consist of various structures of different ages. There is one large store/cattle 
court with an intact roof. In addition, there is a long narrow building with a good roof and lean-to 
shed. The oldest part of the building is the original cattle court which is in poor state of repair and 
dangerous to enter. Separately, there is a roofed, Dutch barn type shed and a concrete pad that 
was the former site of a cattle shed. 

The farm buildings offer good scope for storage of machinery and feed (e.g. hay) but do not offer 
any realistic scope for cattle housing in the winter months. 

The houses offer scope for letting as holiday accommodation or accommodation for staff / tenants. 
However, there is considerable requirement for renovation work in all these properties, particularly 
the smaller cottage. 

 
Main farm buildings at Coul Farm 

3.4 Past and current land management 
Coul Links was fenced in approximately 1972. This fence was deliberately set in from the 
shoreline and there is a strip of sand dune running parallel with the shore that is outside the 
fenced area but within the SSSI.  

Coul Farm was an integral part of Cambusmore Estate until 2002 when the majority of the Estate 
was sold with the owner retaining Coul Farm. The farm was stocked with 100 cows and followers 
until the early 2000s. These were wintered on the land at Coul and in the farm buildings and went 
to the hill ground for the summer months. There was also a low ground sheep flock and a rotation 
of cereals and grassland on the arable fields.   

The NVC report for the SSSI, carried out in 1995, highlighted that stock grazing levels on the SSSI 
were high and that: 

There is evident heath suppression at Coul and much has probably been converted to a 
very large extent of acidic dune grassland; rabbit grazing compounds the impact of stock, 
particularly in areas of short-sward grassland which have a low grass cover and most 
biomass made up of unpalatable moss; stock grazing pressure in slacks seems too high, 
resulting in extensive poaching and dunging. 

It went on to say that: 

Elimination of stock grazing is not recommended because this has a risk of slack woodland 
expansion (as is happening at Tentsmuir and Barry Links) (but) some reduction of stock 
grazing levels might be beneficial for nature conservation 



 

7 

 

The majority of grazing on the SSSI ceased in the early 2000s. 

Current grazing consists of various short term, annual grazing lets on the non-SSSI parts of the 
farm. The SSSI effectively remains largely ungrazed (excluding over-wintering cattle).  The 
improved grassland fields are let for predominantly sheep grazing from April until December. 
These fields are separately let for hogg wintering from January – April. 

The rough ground to the west (known as the Coul Wood Reseed) is let on a short-term basis for 
cattle grazing from spring to late November. 

The southern part of the section of SSSI is ungrazed. The northern part is used for wintering up to 
20 cattle (November – March). The cattle are fed in a sheltered dune area at the north western 
corner of the site. These cattle are owned by a neighbouring crofter. The current wintering regime 
does not appear to be benefitting the SSSI. The silage feeding results in nutrient enrichment and 
localised sward damage (see photo). This type of feeding regime means that stock are unlikely to 
venture far from the feed sites and are unlikely to graze the SSSI dune habitats to any significant 
extent.  It is also apparent that cattle trampling in winter is resulting in localised impacts to the 
dune heath and exacerbating birch regeneration in some areas. The concentrated ground 
disturbance from cattle also appears to be creating the ideal conditions for birch regeneration (see 
photo). 
 

 
 

Localised poaching and enrichment around silage feeding (left). Reduced heather/increased birch regeneration (right) 
 
The lack of effective stock grazing is main reason for Coul Links failing to reach its biodiversity 
potential. Scrub encroachment and the development of a thick, rank grass sward is having a 
negative impact. Site visits have identified that some westerly portions of the site have become 
dominated by bulky tall grasses (e.g. cocksfoot and false-oat grass) and a thick layer of moss. 

 

 
Thick, rank vegetation on an area of dune grassland  
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4 Farm wide land management options – Macro 
management 

Appropriate stock grazing is the most important aspect of successful management of the SSSI. 
Grazing the site with livestock is likely to be highly beneficial for a number of reasons. Coul Links 
has been adversely affected by chronic under-grazing. Evidence from a range of sources 
suggests that appropriate levels of grazing on dune slacks, dune grassland and dune heath 
habitats is likely to improve plant and invertebrate diversity.  The lack of effective grazing over the 
years is likely to have been a key factor in the deterioration of the site.  

As a general principle, grazing on the SSSI should focus on grazing by cattle (and/or other large 
herbivores such as ponies) in the period of mid-summer through to early winter (e.g. July – 
November). This grazing should not rely on the provision of supplementary feed, with the possible 
exception of some concentrated energy / protein supplements if this enables the stock grazing 
period to extend into the early winter. Some sheep grazing in the late winter may also be 
beneficial. 

Appropriate grazing by livestock is also likely to help reduce dominance of scrub (e.g. gorse and 
birch) affecting areas of high value dune habitats. However, some manual control of scrub will be 
required irrespective of the approach to grazing management. 

The level of output, and costs, associated with any of these approaches means that financial 
support will be required to establish and maintain a sustainable grazing management operation. 
This could be in the form of existing subsidy support (Basic Payment Scheme and Less Favoured 
Area support or similar), agri-environment schemes, and other forms of support. There are also 
considerable opportunities to develop rural tourism enterprises. These offer good potential for 
viable, sustainable enterprises linked to the land management. 

Overall approach to livestock management 
The current land management approach at Coul Farm is failing to deliver on conservation 
objectives and appears to be delivering relatively poor financial returns. Therefore, a decision on 
the overall management approach on the whole farm is essential and underpins all other 
management decisions.  

There are a number of possible management approaches. The choice of approach is critical to 
how, and what kind of, management is implemented.  

The schematic shown in Figure 1 highlights the different approaches that could be taken to land 
management.  

• Step one is a decision over the broad approach to land management.  

• Step two is a decision on how the management is carried out (who does it).  

The distinction between a naturalistic grazing approach and a traditional, managed livestock 
approach is relatively clear. These are described in more detail in the following sections. The 
different options for how the land could managed are also relatively clear and are described in 
turn.  

The current approach is a traditional, managed livestock operation run on short-term lets. As 
stated, this is not delivering conservation objectives and is generating a relatively low return. 
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Figure 1: Overall approach to management 

4.1 Naturalistic grazing 
This approach would be a significant and substantial change from the current management. 
‘Naturalistic grazing’ management would be central to an approach that is less ‘hands on’ and has 
more of a focus on allowing natural processes shape management. This could happen over a 
larger, less compartmentalised area and would incorporate more land than just the SSSI. In its 
ideal form, this management would cover a large section of the farm with the exception of the 
most productive fields to the north and west of the farm buildings. 

This approach would allow for relatively free ranging herbivores to graze the entire SSSI, the 
rough ground along the western edge of the farm (known as Coul Wood Reseed), and other 
ground that would link these two areas. The approximate proposed wilder land management area 
extends to a total of 220 hectares and is shown in Map 2. 

The majority of this area consists of high conservation value habitat incorporating the Coul Links 
and the Coul Wood Reseed. The ground between these areas consists of improved grassland. 
However, the conservation value of this latter section, could be significantly enhanced. Historic 
maps suggest that there may be scope to open up a previously buried watercourses to create 
wetland habitat.  Care would be required to ensure that the dune slack water feed remains intact. 
Species rich grasslands could also be created in this area.  Both these suggestions have potential 
to attract public funding for creation and ongoing management. These management options could 
result in a large, contiguous area of high nature conservation value habitat, which have the 
potential to attract agri-environment support (e.g. through AECS). AECS, in its current form, 
requires relatively prescriptive grazing management. Early dialogue with NatureScot on eligibility 
would be useful if this approach is chosen. 

Management under this approach requires careful consideration. It would be based on ‘light touch’ 
intervention with free roaming, large herbivores central to its management. This approach is likely 
to be focussed around native breed cattle, but other herbivores, such as ponies, could also play 
an important role.  

‘Naturalistic grazing’ allows animals to forage naturally and freely according to the availability of 
forage and shelter. This type of behaviour more closely mimics natural herbivore grazing. As such, 
grazing is not driven by targets or prescribed numbers or timings, but is ‘process-led’ with 
management allowing for natural development of habitat. 
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This approach would necessitate changes to the existing fencing infrastructure, such as; the 
removal of the majority of the internal fencing. Despite this, there would remain a requirement for 
a reasonable degree of management. There are regulatory constraints associated with livestock 
keeping which would need to be adhered to. There would also need to be scope to regulate the 
amount / timing of grazing on the SSSI as necessary, potentially utilising the fence that runs 
alongside the railway line. This could be used to shut stock onto the SSSI if under-grazing is an 
issue, or shut them off at times of year when grazing has the potential to be harmful (late winter / 
spring). 

This approach carries some risks, most specifically the risk associated with unintended 
consequences of management. However, it is a form of management that is becoming 
increasingly common and is frequently associated with significant conservation and habitat 
management benefits.  This approach is also likely to offer considerable opportunities to develop 
parallel rural tourism enterprises. For example, enterprises based around accommodation 
provision and wildlife tourism. 

The remaining land not included in this area (approximately 50 ha) consists of good quality 
improved pasture with good grazing potential. This land could be managed in a more conventional 
fashion; either providing additional in-house grazing, or being rented out to other graziers. 

Rural tourism is likely to be an important element in the economic sustainability of this ‘naturalistic 
grazing’ option. If this approach is selected, there are two options on how it might be delivered, as 
follows: 

4.1.1 Managed in-house  

This approach could be developed as an in-hand farming and (potentially) rural tourism business. 
This would require the purchase of livestock and the employment of an on-site manager who 
would be responsible for stock / conservation management and (potentially) the development of a 
rural tourism business. 

4.1.2 Arm’s length arrangement 

This management approach could be developed and run by a third party. This could be in the form 
of a tenancy, partnership, or other mechanism which places majority of the risks and 
responsibilities on the third party. This would generate a rental income (or similar) for the current 
owner. This would require a degree of long-term security for the third party to enable them to 
invest sufficiently on what it required.  

There are a number of ways that this could be done. A medium-term tenancy / business 
opportunity could be advertised inviting applicants to tender for the opportunity.  

Another option is the formation of a community interest company (CIC) to run the enterprise as a 
tenant. A community interest company is a business with primarily social objectives, whose 
surpluses are principally re-invested for that purpose in the business or the community, rather 
than being driven by the need to maximize profit for shareholders and owners.  

4.2 Traditional, managed livestock 
There is good potential for a livestock enterprise at Coul Farm based around a low-cost 
predominantly out-wintered herd of breeding cows and sale of weaned calves. This approach 
would be focussed around the ‘conventional’ management by livestock. As such, this approach 
would require the farm to be managed in specific compartments and grazed to a prescribed plan. 
This plan would specify approximate numbers and timings for stock grazing. 
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Cattle grazing should be the focus of this management. Cattle are less selective graziers than 
sheep and are ideal for removing long, coarse grass growth. Cattle have a generalised feeding 
behaviour and broad mouths, making it impossible for them to ingest individual components of the 
sward by choice. Selection is therefore made on the basis of patches of sward rather than of 
individual plants. This generalised feeding behaviour is useful in maintaining species diversity of 
herb-rich swards. 

Cattle grazing, at the appropriate rate and time, can be beneficial to plant and invertebrate 
diversity, and help control invasive species. Light cattle grazing from mid-summer (mid-late June) 
through to early winter is likely to be the most appropriate type of grazing for the site.  Introducing  

grazing in the spring will likely result in overgrazing of some habitats, particularly the dune slacks 
which are particularly attractive to grazing and vulnerable to poaching. Allowing cattle to range 
over the site for as long as possible in the summer and autumn months will begin to address some 
of the chronic under-grazing issues that are apparent on the SSSI.  

Native bred type cattle (e.g. Highland, Luing, Galloway, Shetland) would be much better suited to 
grazing a site such as this. Particularly their ability to range widely, utilise rougher forage and 
withstand harsh weather conditions. Breeding cattle would be best suited to the site, as opposed 
to growing/fattening stock. This is likely to mean cows and calves grazing on the SSSI in the 
summer / early autumn, and cows only in late autumn / early winter after calves have been 
weaned.  

A stocking density in the region of 0.2 livestock units per hectare is likely to be appropriate for the 
habitat type. This equates to approximately 20 cows and calves for the duration of the 
recommended grazing period (July – December). This equates to annual stocking rate of 0.1 
livestock units per hectare.  It is important to note that this is a suggested approximate starting 
point and is a relatively conservative figure. It would be important to take a flexible and adaptive 
approach to management of the site. Sward palatability is likely to improve with time and it is 
possible that this stocking rate could be increased. 

It is recommended that internal fences dividing the northern and southern sections (see Map 3) of 
Coul Links are removed allowing stock to range freely over the site. It would still be possible to 
zone the site for increased / reduced grazing though the use of electric fencing, for example by 
maintaining a north and south zone, if required. 

Dependant on the level of summer cattle grazing, and the type of cattle, winter cattle grazing on 
the site would also be possible. The key limiting factor for winter grazing is the use of 
supplementary feed. Using supplementary bulky feed such as silage has a number of 
disadvantages and should not form part of a future management strategy. As well as discouraging 
stock from naturally ranging over / grazing the site, the use of bulky feeds intensifies stock 
trampling, often resulting in sward damage and nutrient enrichment. 

There is scope for wintering cattle on the site, with minimal supplements, for at least part of the 
winter. The ability to do this will depend on the number and type of stock, as well as the availability 
of forage. Non-lactating cows have a lower energy requirement than lactating or growing cattle 
and would be better suited. These animals could derive the majority of their dietary requirement 
from natural forage, potentially with the use of high energy / protein concentrate licks to encourage 
movement around the site. This has the added advantage of providing ‘low-cost’ cattle wintering. 

Sheep grazing is a lower priority on the site but does offer some potential benefit and an additional 
source of income. Sheep grazing in the winter months, particularly by hardier native breeds, is 
unlikely to be damaging and may be beneficial with some potential for browsing of scrub and 
grazing in dune slack habitats. Wintering hoggs grazing the site is a potentially useful option. It is 
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likely that the site would be capable holding 100-150 sheep. Any sheep grazing would be in 
addition to cattle grazing as described. 

Sheep grazing in the spring and summer months is not recommended. Sheep grazing at this time 
of year is likely to be damaging as they are likely to selectively and preferentially graze sensitive 
habitats, reducing the opportunity for plants to flower and set seed.  

4.2.1 In hand farming operation 

A new farming arrangement could be developed at Coul Farm. This could involve the employment 
of a farm manager or under a joint venture arrangement such as share farming or contract 
farming.  

A joint venture can be considered as some form of co-operation, formed in a legal manner, 
between two or more parties to form a business relationship, other than as landlord and tenant. 
There are various benefits and reasons for their creation, including shared risk or improved return 
on capital through combined resources and expertise to accelerate growth. They can also avoid 
the need to create a formal farm tenancy. 

A standard Contract Farming Agreement (CFA) is the terms of understanding between two 
parties. That is, a landowner / occupier (known as the “farmer”) who has engaged the services of 
another (known as the “contractor”) to undertake farming operations over a fixed period (typically 
3 to 5 years) on pre-arranged terms – it may be more simply understood as farming with 
contractors. 

Share farming is an arrangement between two independent businesses. It is often confused with 
contract farming but there are some differences, for example:  

1. These are two entirely separate businesses working the same land.  

2. As separate businesses they share the value of the farms output (typically sales) rather 
than a fee plus share of net profit.  

4.2.2 Medium to long term tenancy 

This management approach could be developed and run by a third party. This could be in the form 
of a tenancy on a longer term basis, or another mechanism which places majority of the risks and 
responsibilities on the third party. This would generate a rental income (or similar) for the current 
owner.  

A tenancy opportunity could be advertised and widely publicised, for example through the Scottish 
Land Matching Service. An application process could invite tenders for submission and the 
strongest submission would be successful. 

4.2.3 Short-term lets 

The grazing could be let out on short-term arrangements along the lines of current management. 
This approach has the advantage of flexibility, but is unlikely to derive much financial benefit to the 
owner and makes it very difficult to achieve grazing management objectives and offers no security 
for the grazier. This is the arrangement currently used at Coul Farm, but is not delivering 
economic or conservation objectives. 
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5 Specific, targeted management requirements – 
Micro management 

Some of the detail of targeted management depends on the choices made on overall farm 
management strategy (see section 4). However, there is a range of specific recommendations that 
can be set out.  

5.1 Livestock management 
5.1.1 Fencing 

Fencing is the main consideration in the context of livestock grazing. The site is not currently 
sufficiently well fenced to support livestock grazing, with much of it in poor condition. Improving 
the fencing infrastructure is essential if the site is to be grazed properly. In total, the site requires 
3,200 m of fence replacement to allow grazing management. The recommended sections of new 
fence are shown on Map 3. This fencing requirement is relevant to both the naturalistic grazing 
and traditional grazing approaches. 

The specification of the new fence depends on the stock that will graze the site. A rylock fence 
would be the most robust option and would be necessary if the site is to be grazed by sheep.  

A less expensive option would be the use of a 3 line wire fence which would be sufficient to keep 
cattle on the site. The top line of this fence could be insulated in order to give the option of 
energising the top wire, further improving its effectiveness. This type of fence would allow for more 
widely spaced posts and significantly reduced cost. 

There is also scope to use single wire electric fencing to concentrate grazing (or exclude grazing) 
from certain areas. The latest electric fence equipment (developed in New Zealand) is highly 
mobile and easy to erect/take down. There are currently two fences dividing the northern and 
southern section of the SSSI. These two fences are redundant and can be removed. There is also 
some redundant fence infrastructure around the area of juniper planting and this can also be 
removed. 

If there is development of the footpath (see Section 7), combined with the introduction of cattle 
grazing, then there may be a requirement to install an additional 2,100m of fence on the east side 
of the path to prevent walkers interacting with cattle. This fence could be a cheaper 2-3 plain wire 
scare fence.  

There is also the requirement to remove redundant fences, including the fence around the clear-
felled plantation. The old fence along the east side of the site would need to be removed before 
the new fence goes in. This would require a total of 4,500m of fence removal. 

Virtual fencing is not yet sufficiently proven from both a practical management and animal welfare 
perspective. As such, it is not recommended as a technique for stock management at Coul 
at this current time. However, there is a possibility that it may have a role to play in the future, 
hence its inclusion for future consideration. 

Virtual fences are being trialled on a number of sites around the UK, including coastal sites. Virtual 
fencing aims to remotely map and control livestock grazing behaviour without the use of fixed 
fences. This technology uses GPS sensors and wireless technologies to control the movement 
and location of animals within an area. Animals need to be fitted with a GPS collar. The collar 
emits a tone (audio cue) and an electric shock. As the animal approaches a pre-determined virtual 
barrier, the GPS collar emits an audio cue.  
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Virtual fencing has the potential to improve livestock and pasture management and reduce labour 
and costs associated with fixed fences. Trials on sites in England suggest this technology is highly 
effective with significantly less cost when compared with conventional fencing. However, the use 
of electric shock raises animal welfare concerns as the animals do not associate a physical object 
(e.g. electric fence wire) with the electric shock.  

5.1.2 Livestock insecticide treatments 

The use of insecticide products on livestock is a key consideration. Use of anthelmintics and 
synthetic pyrethroids for parasite control (e.g. Avermectins and fly control ‘spot on’ treatments) 
have the potential to have a significant impact on invertebrates using the SSSI. These treatments, 
which are often required for livestock health and welfare, should be used with extreme care. This 
will involve testing to ensure treatments are, first of all, necessary, and keeping any treated 
animals off sensitive habitats for an appropriate period of time after treatment. 

5.2 Habitat and species eco topics 
The NatureScot Management Plan specification listed a number of ‘eco-topics’ to be considered 
as part of the proposed site management. These are listed below: 

5.2.1 Invasive species 

5.2.1.1 Gorse/broom 

Gorse, and some broom control is a high priority on Coul Links. It appears to be spread 
significantly throughout the areas of dune heath and is now adversely impacting this 
habitat. The site was previously visited by this author in 2013. Comparison of photos taken 
in 2013 and 2021 show a considerable increase in gorse cover. 

The cover of gorse varies from dense mature scrub to patchy cover of younger scrub. It is 
recommended that gorse clearance work focuses on the areas of patchy younger scrub 
away from the core areas of dense gorse which are much harder to control due to the 
density of the gorse and steep ground. The understory of dense gorse is likely to be bare 
ground which will quickly be recolonised by gorse. 

The density of gorse in the lighter scrub areas ranges from 25%-50% cover with gorse 
plants generally chest height or lower. Without work to clear these areas of patchy gorse it 
is likely that they will continue to spread, eventually becoming more dominant over the 
surrounding sand dune habitats Continued growth of these gorse plants is likely to lead to 
a gradual loss of dune heath as gorse cover increases and shades out the heather. 
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Patchy gorse on dune heath. Priority for clearance work. 

Manual control through cutting will be required irrespective of whether a grazing 
management approach is selected. It is recommended that an intensive programme of 
gorse control takes place as soon as possible. It is estimated that within an 18 hectare 
area of dune heath there is approximately 5 hectares of gorse to clear, see Map 3. 

All gorse should be cut by hand (e.g. chainsaw, brushcutter or hand loppers) and cut 
stumps should be immediately treated with 10% glyphosate solution to prevent re-growth. 
Water soluble coloured dye must be used with the chemical to mark treated stumps to help 
to ensure complete coverage.  To reduce opportunities for chemical spills, the chemical 
should be applied by spot gun or small, hand held sprayer on solid jet setting. 

It is recommended that gorse is burned on site. The following caveats should apply to 
burning gorse on site: 

• Gorse should be burned on sheets of corrugated iron or dragged to low 
conservation value habitat (e.g. supplementary livestock feeding areas). It may be 
possible to drag some of the gorse off the site. 

• Burning sites should be located on areas of low conservation value habitat. Areas 
cleared of gorse or unimproved grassland are likely to be ideal for this. 

• Facilities for extinguishing fires should be on site when burning is carried out and 
care should be taken to ensure that no accidental heath fires are started. Burning 
during very dry spells in early spring should be avoided. 

Gorse clearance should be carried out during the autumn and winter to avoid disturbance 
to nesting birds. The recommended window is 1st September until 28th February. 

The presence of lichen-rich micro-habitats in the dune heath means that gorse clearance 
work has the potential to inadvertently damage these areas. Any gorse control contractor 
work should also involve a lichenologist/experienced ecologist (likely for one day only) at 
the start of work. This would ensure that the scrub control work would avoid impacting 
sensitive habitats.  

5.2.1.2 Bracken 

There are some dense patches of bracken on the southern end of the site. Comparing the 
2021 surveyed bracken extent against previous visits (2013), and looking at aerial 
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imagery, suggests that the bracken has not spread significantly.  However, the ‘front’ of the 
bracken stand may have spread by approximately 5m between 2013 and 2021 in some 
locations. 

Bracken control is often time consuming, expensive and herbicides available for control 
are subject to increasing levels of regulation. In addition, the lack of a vegetated under-
storey means there is potential for colonisation by other undesirable species if bracken 
eradication is undertaken. As a result, full bracken clearance is not recommended at this 
current time.  

However, there is merit in undertaking work to push back the ‘front’ of the bracken stand 
by 10-30m in some locations (see Map 3). The terrain in these areas means that this 
would best be achieved by using a weed wiper towed by a quad bike. The weed wiper 
could be used to effectively apply glyphosate to the bracken. This would be a cheap and 
cost-effective means of control. The suggested control areas extend to 1 ha. 

Cattle grazing could also assist in controlling bracken where cattle trample and weaken 
bracken plants. 

5.2.1.3 Ragwort 

Ragwort is abundant on some sections of Coul Links, particularly in the northern half of the 
site, close to the old railway line. The presence of ragwort is not at present a threat to the 
condition of the SSSI, but the presence of an abundant seed source close to 
conventionally grazed fields that are potentially cut for hay / silage is a potential concern. It 
is also important to note that ragwort is thought to play an important role in the life cycle of 
the Fonseca’s seed fly, as well as a wide range of other invertebrates. The complete 
clearance of ragwort from the site is therefore undesirable – as well as being impractical. 

Ragwort is reasonably concentrated in specific areas and this means that chemical spot 
treatment, weed wiper and/or manual removal by hand pulling are viable options for 
control. These options may require prolonged effort over a number of years. Manual 
removal is difficult because the plant can regenerate from small root fragments and 
effective manual control requires removal of the crown and all larger roots. 

Herbicides can be effective in controlling ragwort. All available, effective chemicals are 
broad spectrum and blanket spraying would have a significant impact on non-target plants, 
including species of conservation interest. Spraying herbicide over large sections of the 
site would be inappropriate. However, spot-treating ragwort plants with herbicide, or using 
a weed-wipe could be potentially effective control options. These techniques would focus 
the control effort in specific areas and ensure damage to other plant species is minimal. 

5.2.1.4 Birch 

Birch woodland is frequent at Coul Links, particularly on the northern half of the site where 
there are areas of mature and semi-mature birch woodland. There is evidence of birch 
regeneration close to the areas of existing birch woodland. With the exception of one area, 
the amount of birch regeneration appears to be relatively sparse and is less of a concern 
when compared to the amount of gorse regeneration. Roe deer are common on the site 
and browsing may be helping to keep this species from regenerating extensively. 

The main proposed area of birch control is a patch of young regenerating birch 
(approximately 0.9 hectare) at the northern end of the site (see Map 3). Birch in this area is 
dense and predominantly 1-2m tall. Saplings should either be hand pulled or cut with hand 
loppers. They should be cut as close to the ground as possible. Cut stumps should be 
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treated immediately with a 10% solution of Glyphosate. Water soluble coloured dye should 
be used with the chemical to mark treated stumps to help to ensure complete coverage. 
Material from small saplings could be left to decay in situ. 

Mature birch woodland has been present on Coul Links for some years. However, there is 
some younger birch that is now spreading out into new dune habitats.  Young birch 
removal can be usefully undertaken at the same time as the gorse control work proposed 
(see Map 3). All birch regeneration within this area should be controlled using techniques 
described above.  Appropriate stock grazing has potential to help suppress future growth, 
after control work has been undertaken. 

5.2.1.5 Cotoneaster 

There are some small patches of cotoneaster on the dune heath habitats. These should be 
cleared at the same time as any gorse clearance takes place. 

5.2.1.6 Burnet rose 

Burnet rose is abundant on some sections of the site. This species is commonly found on 
dune habitats and is a natural component part of dune grasslands. Grazing management 
by cattle or sheep is unlikely to have a substantial impact on this species as it is relatively 
unpalatable and awkward to graze. However, the trampling impacts of cattle have the 
potential to suppress the growth of burnet rose. 

5.2.1.7 Rabbits 

Rabbit control is not a priority for management at the present time. At present the rabbit 
population is low. It should be recognised that rabbits provide the valuable micro-habitat 
required by some rare dune lichens, which includes scrapping and exposure of small bare 
sand patches, helping to create that micro-fragmented heathland sward.  Further review of 
the rabbit population may be necessary, as numbers will naturally increase again in the 
future.  

5.2.1.8 Other species including Scots pine, willowherb, thistle, willow 

Areas of willowherb (e.g. within the felled plantation area) will benefit from stock trampling, 
reducing their future vigour and seeding potential.  Field thistles are likely to require spot-
spray treatment, especially if these areas are well established and not subject to stock 
management.  Site Condition Monitoring (2014) recorded at least two stands of field thistle 
developing on the seaward side of the Coul Links stock fence, which will require control if 
its growth is still prolific.  Other locations should continue to be monitored and control 
measures implemented if required. Grazing management should help address any issues 
associated with Scots pine and willow. 

5.2.2 Dune grassland management 

The implications of management on dune habitats have been considered in the context of grazing 
management options described in Section 4.  However, additional to this is the option of manual 
control/cutting of some specific areas, if required. 

One of these areas includes a bulky tall grassland community which has been identified for active 
management and possible restoration by NatureScot as shown in Map 3. This extends to 
approximately 3.5 hectares. 

It appears there has been some gradual degeneration in some of these areas from what was 
previously a fairly diverse dune grassland community to a species-poor grassland (dominated by a 
deep carpet of moss and bulky grasses).  There is potential for possible restoration in these 
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locations, initially based on mechanical cutting, if stock grazing is not possible in the short-term.  
Livestock grazing is a more sustainable and effective grassland management approach in the 
medium to long term.    

Cutting some of the dune grassland using a Softrack machine would probably be the most 
effective way of managing the site, without stock. This tracked machine has a front mounted flail 
mower and container allowing it to cut and remove vegetation on soft ground. The machine is 
widely used on sensitive sites throughout Scotland, including SSSIs. 

 
Softrack machine 

5.2.3 Clear-felled woodland 

A 7 hectare area of pine woodland within the SSSI (see Map 3) was felled in 2011/12. This site 
was not replanted and has been allowed to naturally re-vegetate. The area is regenerating with 
heath species (bell heather and ling heather) as well as birch, gorse and willow. 

 
Cleared woodland site 
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The length of time since felling means that removal of brash is impractical and likely to be costly. It 
is recommended that the boundary fence around the woodland site is removed and stock (if 
introduced) are allowed to roam freely on this area. The area should be assessed thoroughly by 
any prospective grazier to make sure there are no hazards for livestock associated with the 
previous tree clearance. 

Some ongoing recovery of dune heath and dune grassland habitat is likely, together with 
continued growth of birch, willow and gorse scrub.  The growth of the undesirable species is not 
ideal. However, this is largely degraded habitat and the scrub adds to overall habitat complexity 
and diversity on the site. Significant control efforts of scrub on this site are unlikely to be cost 
effective for manual control due to its degraded condition.  However, the introduction of cattle 
roaming this area could play a part in managing scrub and rosebay willow-herb.   

5.2.4 Rare / notable species  

It is important to note that there is no single form of management that would guarantee benefits for 
all of the range of rarer species found at Coul Links. However, the approaches described in 
Section 4 – and additional scrub control - would, broadly, be beneficial to a wide range of the rarer 
species found on the site. 

5.2.4.1 Waxcap fungi 

The area of fungal importance covers mainly the southern part of the site, which currently 
supports large areas of rank dune grassland, which has not received stock grazing for 
many years.  As a result, a shorter sward, ideally through stock grazing, would provide 
better ecological condition for waxcap fungi to fruit and to flourish.  Waxcap fungi 
grassland is now rare, as the maintenance of these habitats rely on established grasslands 
being maintained as such.  Regular excessive poaching and dunging from stock should be 
avoided.  

5.2.4.2 Green Felt Lichen 

This rare species is mainly present within the dune heath.  It tends to benefit from a dune 
sward which offers elements of partial shade from the heather/grass canopy.  It is often 
found in close proximity to rabbit activity, suggesting that rabbit scraping, often around 
burrows, helps provide the level of micro ground disturbance, providing new niches for 
ongoing survival and population spread. 

Although this species favours partial shade, it does not do well if gorse becomes a 
dominant feature. Dense gorse can form total shade, enrich the ground around it, reducing 
the suitability for future dune heath growth and impacts to lichens, such as the green felt 
lichen.  Therefore, gorse control work will benefit this species short and medium-term.  

The presence of ponies using the dune heath, is more likely to beneficial to this lichen than 
cattle. They have a lighter impact and have a tendency to nibble new gorse growth, or 
gorse seedlings. They may also be more willing to walk up steeper dune heath 
slopes/ridges, where gorse is becoming dominant.   

5.2.4.3 Fonseca’s seed fly 

Fonseca’s has been recorded on Coul Links during recent dedicated surveys.  Due to its 
restricted distribution, and the specialisms required to identify/survey it, knowledge of its 
ecology is still scant.   

Stock grazing (and/or cutting) in the centre and western parts of the site are likely to create 
ground disturbance in areas of rank vegetation allowing new open-ground niches and bare 
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sand patches to develop, which may be used within the fly’s life-cycle.  For example, it is 
known that Fonseca’s has a propensity to favour dune edges where bare sand is available. 

It is known that Fonseca’s favours Compositae plants.  There are at least two large stands 
of black knapweed on the east side of the coastal fence line, out with the proposed grazing 
area.  These will not be affected by stock grazing.  In addition, this rare species is also 
likely to use ragwort, and individual plants (at low densities) can be found in various parts 
of the site, including the fenced coastal edge.  Retaining individual ragwort plants within 
parts of the dune system, but controlling dense and prolific ragwort growth at other 
locations (see Section 5.2.1.3), will help to strike a balance that is likely to favour this 
endangered species.   

5.2.4.4 Lepidoptera: Northern Brown Argus and Small Blue Butterfly 

Coul Links supports a notable and diverse population of butterfly species.  Of particular 
interest, and unusual in a dune habitat setting, is the presence of the northern brown argus 
butterfly.  This butterfly requires the presence of rockrose, which is its main food-plant and 
is necessary for the survival of this coastal population.  Coul Links appears to support what 
might be the largest single colony of rockrose within Sutherland.  Therefore, this site is 
likely to have at least regional importance for the northern brown argus. 

Low growing forbs such as rockrose are vulnerable to being outcompeted by vigorous 
grass growth and grazing helps maintain good sward conditions for rockrose. The 
development of a dense, rank sward can the prevent establishment of new plants.  

The possible grazing regimes set out in Section 4 have the potential to enhance the 
condition of the dune grassland. The non-selective grazing of cattle will open up the 
existing sward, allowing plants to establish in new niches such as cattle hoof prints. 

The small blue butterfly is also present at Coul Links. However, the kidney vetch plant, on 
which it relies, is generally restricted to the very coastal edge (out with stock grazing 
influence). Semi-fixed sand dune vegetation has a more alkaline influence, which this plant 
requires.  The colony size of this butterfly is relatively small and has a lesser importance in 
a regional context.  Kidney vetch is affected by erosion due to the proximity of the coastal 
edge and this is resulting in a slow decline. Therefore, its longer term presence on the site 
is uncertain.  

5.2.4.5 Juniper 

Juniper is a species of conservation interest at Coul Links and is a good illustration of the 
importance of cattle grazing. In recent years its extent and condition has declined 
considerably in Scotland. The conditions that favour juniper regeneration are most strongly 
related to grazing and disturbance levels. Whilst young seedlings are vulnerable to 
grazing, especially on intensively stocked land, the rank vegetation that results when no 
grazing takes place impedes regeneration by hindering the germination and establishment 
of young plants. In addition, mature juniper stands can suffer from prolonged periods of 
stock exclusion, often resulting in plants becoming sickly through fungal infections or 
disease.  Therefore, periods of stock exposure can be beneficial. 

The ideal conditions and actions for juniper regeneration are: 

• Proximity to viable seed parents. 
• Patches of bare, lightly disturbed ground as a seed bed for germination. 
• Light summer grazing, to reduce rank vegetation. 
• Protection from over grazing. 
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As previously mentioned, achieving optimum management for all species and habitats on 
the site is almost impossible, especially for juniper which is a long-lived species. However, 
the types of grazing described in Section 4 will deliver much improved conditions for the 
majority of juniper on the site.   

One very mature stand of dense juniper, on the southern part of the site, was previously 
fenced off.  Excluding stock from this stand into the long-term is not likely to be in the best 
interests of this stand, as discussed above. Juniper can benefit from periods of stock 
grazing and also stock exclusion. This could be usefully achieved, at least for this very 
mature stand, by re-establishing a new fenced exclosure with two opposite gates allowing 
periods where stock can wander through, and periods when stock can be excluded.  This 
provides the flexibility of implementing a different management approach over a longer-
term period, which can be informed by monitoring and review.  This approach is only 
possible for mature dense stands, as other juniper tends more fragmented throughout the 
site. However, if a new dense stand begins to develop, the above ‘exclosure’ approach 
could be considered on a case-by-case basis. 

5.2.5 Bird habitat management 

5.2.5.1 Breeding bird assemblage (e.g. curlew, lapwing, snipe, sedge warbler, stonechat 
& reed bunting)  

Re-introducing stock grazing to the site has potential to benefit foraging habitat within the 
dunes for species such as curlew, lapwing, snipe, stonechat and wheatear. Enhancing the 
ground conditions of the site by grazing and opening up dense swards is likely to maintain 
or even enhance the number of coastal dune birds breeding at Coul Links.  Mid/late 
summer/autumn grazing will help reduce the risk that any ground nesting species are not 
affected by trampling. 

The proposed scrub control works, and potential stock grazing, will not result in scrub 
eradication on the site, but will focus on areas of scrub are currently expanding.  Many 
areas of existing scrub will remain, benefiting bird species such as sedge and grasshopper 
warblers, linnet and reed bunting.  All these species contribute to the SSSI breeding bird 
assemblage for coastal habitats. 

5.2.5.2 Waterfowl assemblage (non-breeding) 

The dune slacks are normally flooded from December to March.  During this period, the 
slacks, particularly the main long slack, is used by waterfowl (e.g. wigeon/teal) on an 
occasional basis (often at night).  During the day there is some low-level disturbance by 
walkers (especially at the weekend), notably on the dune ridge which may disturb birds 
from on slacks.  There is likely to be less disturbance from walkers using the main railway 
line route.   

5.2.5.3 Barn owl, buzzard and yellowhammer 

Reintroducing stock grazing may result in a reduction in the number of voles on Coul Links 
for barn owl. These mammals are important prey for barn owls. However, voles will remain 
present in the dunes and the mosaic of habitats throughout Coul Farm and the surrounding 
area. This will maintain good hunting habitat for barn owls. The inclusion of a specially 
designed nest-box at Coul Farm, away from regular disturbance, is likely to benefit the 
local owl population.  

Buzzards are relatively common at Coul Farm and the surrounding area.   
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Yellowhammer favour gorse as a breeding habitat. The clearance of gorse in some areas 
will have a small, but limited impact on this habitat. However, extensive areas of gorse will 
remain. Scrub is always likely to be present at Coul Links, and on adjacent areas on Coul 
Farm. 

5.2.6 Neglected areas 

5.2.6.1 Revival of conifer woodland 

See 5.5.2 

5.2.6.2 Measures for southward non-SSSI area 

The grazing management area (see management maps) includes a small section of non-
SSSI ground at the southern end of Coul Links. This area, whilst not as important as other 
parts of the site, supports some dune grassland habitats. Grazing management in this 
area, as proposed by this Management Plan, will also be beneficial to these habitats.  

6 Costed options 
The NatureScot project specification required costed options for delivering the desired outcomes 
to benefit the SSSI. These are set out in the sections below. There is a degree of overlap between 
individual options and some costs / payments described apply to all the different options.  

It should be noted that, whilst scrub control is the immediate priority, the introduction of 
sustainable, long term grazing management over the whole of Coul Links is the most desirable 
outcome. Option 6.1 would ensure that the immediate priority for management (gorse control on 
the dune heath) is addressed but this does not address the longer-term management issues on 
the site which can only practically be addressed by grazing.  

6.1 Regular manual / mechanical cutting in the absence of 
livestock 

The main, immediate management priority is the reduction in cover in gorse and birch on the area 
of dune heath.  

A total of 5 hectares of gorse has been identified for clearance within an overall area of 18 
hectares (see Map 3). Based on Agri-Environment and Climate Scheme (AECS) guidance, this 
area would be classed as a mix of intermediate and heavy scrub (estimated at a 50:50 split 
between the two). 

The cost of clearing this amount of gorse is likely to be in the region of  This cost is based 
on discussions with scrub clearance contractors and is based on the ability to burn gorse in 
specific areas as per the method described in 5.2.3.1. 

A total of 0.9 hectare of young birch has been identified for clearance (see Map 3). The cost of 
clearing this birch is likely to be in the region of  Note that this birch regeneration is, in part, 
a result of the current wintering cattle policy on the site and clearance of birch is not likely to be 
effective while this management remains in place. 

As well as the initial intervention, allowance should be made for follow up treatment of the cleared 
areas of scrub at least twice within 5 years of the initial work. This is likely to cost in the region 

 per round of follow up treatment. This will enable the control of any further regeneration. 

This option has the advantage of avoiding any costs associated with re-fencing the site and the 
introduction of livestock, although this would be to the continued, long-term detriment of the site. 
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The option of mechanical cutting of some areas of dune grassland has been considered as part of 
this plan see Section 5.2.1. This could involve a machine such as a Softrack ‘Cut and Collect’ 
machine once every second year. The habitat benefits of three sessions of cutting are likely to be 
significant but will be relatively short-lived unless followed by grazing in the longer term. The cost 
of this work is likely to be in the region of  per cutting. This figure is based on discussions 
with a Softrack operator. 

Costs for spot treatment of weeds and bracken control (weed wiper) have also been included. 

Costs for scrub control, regular cutting on the site is likely to be as follows. This approach would 
tackle the most pressing issues on the SSSI but would not address the long-term management of 
the site: 

 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 

Initial birch 
and gorse 
clearance 

Softrack cut 
and remove 

Spot 
treatment of 
thistles 

Follow up 
gorse and 
birch control 

Bracken 
treatment 

 

6.2 One-off treatment / cutting of scrub, with livestock (through 
grazing let)  

This focus of this option is grazing management – either traditional or ‘naturalistic grazing’. 
However, scrub control will still be necessary even if appropriate grazing is introduced. The costs 
of scrub control under this option will be broadly similar to those set out in Section 6.1. There is 
the potential for slightly less follow up treatment due to the fact that grazing has been introduced, 
but this is unlikely to make a substantial difference to the total cost of scrub control work. 

Offering the whole farm under a medium to long term grazing let offers a potential rental income 
broadly in the region of  per annum. This type of grazing let would be on the 
basis that the tenant claims the subsidy and other available payments (e.g. agri-environment 
payments) on the land. Coul Farm offers a potentially attractive grazing unit, the main downside 
being the lack of a cattle shed. However, it would be possible to run a lower cost weaned calf 
system with outwintering cattle. It is likely that there would be good candidates keen to take an 
opportunity like this on. 

Central to any tenancy agreement would be a requirement to graze the SSSI according to the 
principles set out in this management plan. This means grazing the site with cattle in summer and 
autumn, and potentially with sheep in the winter months. This requirement would need to be 
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specified in any tenancy agreement and allow for flexible, adaptive management according to the 
impacts of grazing and associated monitoring. 

The most significant cost associated with grazing management on the SSSI is the potential cost of 
fencing. This cost also applies to Section 6.3. This is estimated as follows: 

m new rylock fence at £6.50 / m  (possible cheaper option Section 5.1.1) 

m 2-3 line wire fence at £2.5 / m   

m fence removal at £1.5 / m    

juniper fencing (if required)   

Total fencing cost:     

 AECS. This fencing could be funded at 
100% of cost because Coul Links is part of a designated site. 

6.3 One-off treatment/cutting of scrub, with livestock (owned by 
landowner) 

This option is based on an in-hand livestock operation with Coul Farm building a livestock 
enterprise based on breeding, native, suckler cows 

There are a number of issues associated with owning breeding cattle. The challenges of 
profitability are the foremost consideration, particularly associated with the high start-up costs and 
the long lag before calves are ready to sell. Other issues include wintering (and associated costs) 
and when to sell calves.  

The simplest management regime would be to develop a herd of spring calving cows which are 
predominantly outwintered with calves sold at weaning in the autumn. An alternative would be to 
keep the calves to one year old, or through to finishing. This would involve a combination of 
outwintering and possibly newly built housing. Calves could be weaned and fed silage / hay during 
the winter months with cows managing on natural forage and a small amount of hay or silage in 
the run up to calving (off the SSSI).   

Any type of farming operation will be heavily reliant on government support measures as there is 
limited scope for developing a farming system that could support itself financially. The 2019 QMS 
Farm Profitability Report calculated an average net margin of per cow (before support 
payments). Using the SSSI, and other parts of the farm, offers potential to significantly drive down 
wintering costs with outwintered cattle offering a considerable saving over in wintered cattle. Key 
to this farming system is the potential for support payments linked to the grazing management of 
the SSSI, and potentially other parts of the farm.  

It should be noted that, as well existing support measures such as Basic Payment Scheme and 
Less Favoured Area support, there is the potential for a relatively large management payment 
through a scheme such as AECS (or similar). This has the potential to offer a payment for active 
and sympathetic stock management of the dune habitats within the SSSI, as well as the Coul 
Wood Reseed. A payment in the region of 0 per year could be available for the 
management of these areas. This is based on the AECS habitat mosaic management option 
which attracts a payment rate of £93.20 per ha per year. There is the additional option of 
payments associated with the creation of species rich grassland. For example, in the area 
between the Coul Links SSSI and the Coul Wood Reseed as proposed in Section 4.1. 
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Area  Eligible area (ha) Possible annual payment 

Coul Wood Reseed 

Coul Links 

Coul Links clear-felled 
area* 

Potential creation of 
species rich grassland 
(area between the Coul 
Links SSSI and the 
Coul Wood Reseed) 

Total 

*Eligibility of this area to be confirmed 

The costs of fencing and scrub control set out in Sections 6.1 and 6.2 also apply in this case. 

6.4 Tourism based opportunities (nature tourism and 
accommodation) 

Although outside the main scope of this report, it is worth noting that there is some very good 
potential to develop tourism-based enterprises on the farm. These could include accommodation 
such as camping (traditional camping, pods, yurts and glamping), as well as more traditional self-
catering accommodation using some of the existing buildings. This has potential to be linked with 
nature tourism enterprises such as guided wildlife walks and ‘wild dune’ experiences on Coul 
Links, and neighbouring Loch Fleet National Nature Reserve (NNR).  
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7 Public access 

 

7.1 Old Railway Line 
The disused railway line is included within the Highland Council Core Path Network (SU09.03). 
The existing solum of the railway makes a good path for the majority of the way through the site 
and the existing through-drainage remains functional. Small scale maintenance could be 
undertaken to improve accessibility (mainly cutting of gorse) but a full upgrade of the route to all 
abilities standards would be possible with relatively small investment (for this type of resource) – 
the likely capital cost would be around £75,000. There are stock gates across the railway line 
which could be modified or replaced to facilitate public access without compromising land 
management options highlighted in this plan. 

With the current informal access arrangements there is potential for interaction between people 
and livestock. This does not present an unusual hazard for informal access to the countryside, but 
signage giving public advice on responsible access and livestock would be beneficial. However, if 
the core path were to be upgraded to an all abilities route and grazing is retained for extensive 
periods livestock fencing is recommended for visitor safety. 
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7.2 Viewpoint 
Adjacent to the railway line a high dune could be accessed giving an excellent vantage point 
across the dune complex and could provide opportunities to interpret the dune system, habitats 
and species. It may be desirable to restrict access off this viewpoint into the dunes themselves to 
prevent damage or disturbance to habitats and species, although a well constructed surface may 
discourage most visitors from venturing further from this position. 

7.3 Railway Bothy 
The old brick bothy could be adapted / repaired to provide space for interpretation, potentially 
being thematically linked to the viewpoint, providing more background information than can be 
included at the viewpoint itself. 

7.4 Link to ferry jetty 
An informal route exists through the dune slack up to the estuary close to the old wooden ferry 
jetty. A line is marked on Open Street Map but it does not correspond to the route on the ground, 
which is somewhat indistinct in places. If this area were to see increased public use it would be 
likely to deteriorate quickly due to the underlying sand – particularly on uneven ground (i.e. 
slopes).  

A path could be constructed to minimise the impact on the dune slack (including dune heath 
areas) which would link with the estuary-side track and then the railway line. This would provide a 
robust circuit for many visitors. It would not be appropriate to construct this to all-abilities 
standards due to the potential loss of habitat for this type of route, and the need to then upgrade 
the estuary-side track (in different ownership) to make the whole route fully accessible to walkers. 
However, an aggregate path 1.2 – 1.5m wide would provide a high quality experience for many 
visitors to the site, linking Embo with the estuary, and therefore views of the adjacent Loch Fleet 
NNR. Short sections would require wooden / recycled plastic steps or boulders (pitching) and 
would need to be constructed by a competent contractor due to the sensitivity of the site. The 
likely cost of developing this route would be at least £30,000. A more detailed survey would be 
required to select the exact route to avoid any sensitive areas / protected species and give a 
better indication of cost. 

7.5 Beach access to the dunes 
A number of desire lines from the beach exist and are visible on aerial images. The dune / beach 
interface is highly mobile in places meaning that it would be ill-advised to introduce any 
infrastructure around this area. However, providing signage to help people to avoid beach bird 
nesting sites during the breeding season (e.g. 15 May – 31 August) would be beneficial, 
potentially including some waymarking of a preferred route. It would be prudent for the 
waymarking not to extend as far as the beach, or for signs to be visible from the beach, in order to 
avoid attracting additional visitors into a sensitive bird area. In addition, it would not be appropriate 
to promote a waymarked route through this same area. 

8 Monitoring 
Monitoring future management will play an important role in helping assess the effectiveness of 
changes to management and will help refine and improve management. This is particularly the 
case with any new grazing regime.  
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Condition of the dune habitats and the impacts of grazing will be central to any monitoring. This is 
likely to be in the form of regular walkover surveys which will assess positive and negative impacts 
of grazing and help inform ongoing management. 

Other monitoring could include: 

Juniper: Monitoring of condition and extent of juniper on the site and positive/negative impacts of 
grazing. 

Green felt lichen / lichen rich heath: Establishing monitoring of green felt lichen and lichen-rich 
heath in advance of any new grazing regime is recommended. 

Waxcap fungi: Monitoring of sward condition and assessing levels of livestock dunging / 
poaching. 

Compositae plants: Introducing stock grazing would be a good opportunity to study/monitor the 
health/condition of different Compositae plants that fall within the boundary of the grazed dunes. 
This might usefully become part of a student research project.  

Northern Brown Argus: It would be useful to receive feedback from volunteer butterfly 
monitoring surveyors. This could be used to gauge effects of management on rock rose and 
butterfly populations on a regular basis. This could help inform future management. 

Other habitats and species can be added for monitoring as management progresses. 

Sane dune site condition monitoring will continue independently of this management plan but will 
also help inform future management. 

9 Funding 
9.1 Agri-Environment and Climate Scheme  
The Agri-Environment Climate Scheme (AECS) promotes land management practices which 
protect and enhance Scotland’s magnificent natural heritage, improve water quality, manage flood 
risk and mitigate and adapt to climate change. It also helps to improve public access and preserve 
historic sites. 

Funding options for AECS have been described in earlier sections. The scheme is open to 
applications at the time of writing with an application deadline of 30 h June 2021. Unlike previous 
years, funding is restricted to priority areas. These include designated sites and improving public 
access and, as a result, a significant proportion of the options described have the potential for 
funding. 

9.2 Management Agreement with NatureScot 
There is also the possible option of a Management Agreement with NatureScot which offers scope 
to fund management on the SSSI. 

NatureScot would only fund a Management Agreement if AECS funding was not possible. 
NatureScot expect land managers to seek AECS funding in advance of considering the option of a 
Management Agreement. The Management Agreement would only be likely to fund what was 
essential for improving the condition of the SSSI features.   

Options that could be covered in a Management Agreement, subject to available funding, are as 
follows: 
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• Scrub control (primary treatment) 

• Scrub control (follow-up) 

• Spot spraying and weed wiping undesirable weed species 

• Softrack grassland cutting 

• Fencing 

• Stock Management Payments - Habitat mosaic/dune heath/grassland 

• Access related infrastructure  

9.3 Access 
A round of Improving Public Access (IPA) option is available at time of writing (closing on 30 June 
2021), and can be applied for independently of land management options of AECS. It is likely that 
upgrading the Old Railway Line would score well as the stated priorities for the current round of 
funding are: 

    a core path, a link to or between core paths. 

    a path providing access to a point of public interest such as a viewpoint, beach, lochshore, 
riverside, natural, cultural or historic feature etc. 

    a path which links directly to other paths, including at the boundaries of land, to form effective 
and convenient parts of wider local path networks or of a long distance path or trail. 

In addition, the scheme states that paths should be “as accessible as possible and suitable for use 
by walkers, cyclists, horse-riders and wheelchairs/mobility scooters, providing an accessible path 
for everyone to enjoy and benefit from.”  

One limitation of the scheme is that it would mean that the old railway line cannot be used for farm 
machinery access (although crossings can be incorporated). 

The core path from Embo to the road junction is approximately 2.4km long and could be upgraded 
to an unbound surface 1.8m wide. Fencing and gates could also be eligible for funding under this 
scheme. The total value of the scheme would likely to be approximately £95,000 and it would 
need to be maintained for a period of 5 years. The link path could be added to the scheme but 
would be hard to develop within the available funding (approximately £25,000) due to the 
sensitivity of the site. It may detract from the overall scheme being less accessible than the old 
railway line path.  

Given the existence of the railway base, construction would not be particularly challenging and it 
may be possible for a locally based contractor to undertake the works well within the likely budget 
for capital works if, for example, the land manager supplied some of the plant for transporting 
materials or was competent to operate an excavator. 

Although disused railways are popular for development for Active Travel routes (walking and 
cycling for ‘functional journeys’ not just recreation), it is unlikely that this would be seen as a 
priority for funding by Sustrans because Active Travel routes require a bound surface (e.g. 
‘tarmac’), meaning that it represents poor value for money for likely levels of use. 
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10 Appendix – Table of income / costs 
Potential income: 
Note that income associated with farm / tourism enterprise have not been calculated. 

Offering the whole farm under a medium to long term grazing let offers a potential rental income 
broadly in the region of  per annum. 

The table below summaries potential Agri-Environment and Climate Scheme Payments: 

Area  Eligible area (ha) Possible annual payment 

Coul Wood Reseed 

Coul Links 

Coul Links clear-felled 
area* 

Potential creation of 
species rich grassland 
(area between the Coul 
Links SSSI and the 
Coul Wood Reseed) 

Total 

 

Potential costs: 
Potential costs associated with management of scrub, weed control and grassland cutting are as 
follows: 

 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 

Initial birch 
and gorse 
clearance 

Softrack cut 
and remove 

Spot 
treatment of 
thistles 

Follow up 
gorse and 
birch control 

Bracken 
treatment 
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Potential fencing costs are as follows: 

 new rylock fence at £6.50 / m  (possible cheaper option Section 5.1.1) 

m 2-3 line wire fence at £2.5 / m   

m fence removal at £1.5 / m    

m juniper fencing (if required)   

Total fencing cost:     

 









EMAIL AND LETTER CONTENT TO STAKEHOLDERS 

  



Coul Future Ltd 

 

Coul Future Ltd  Loch Fleet View, Skelbo Street, Dornoch, IV25 3QQ 

Dear Edward 

 

A proposal for ecological restoration at Coul Links 

 

I hope you and your family are well in these difficult times. The last year and a half have been very tricky 

for everyone, as exposure is so easy and escape so hard. We have managed to escape, thank goodness. 

 

I am sure that you are aware that the Scottish Government is now starting to invest heavily in nature 

restoration funding, tied to the global threats of climate heating and loss of biodiversity, and, no doubt, 

with an eye on COP 26 in November. In 2021/22, £10M has recently been made available (see 

https://www.gov.scot/news/funding-to-restore-nature-and-tackle-biodiversity-loss/) and there is a real 

possibility that such funding will be available annually (and from Westminster as well) for up to a decade 

to fund COP26 and COP15 initiatives as they arise.  

 

This is in addition to other funding such as the £250M allocated over a decade for peatland restoration 

and the very large AECS initiative which includes a focus on protected sites.  

 

https://www.gov.scot/news/funding-to-restore-nature-and-tackle-biodiversity-loss/


A new era of well-funded nature-based solutions for countering some of these worldwide crises is 

therefore now underway in Scotland, with official blessing. Thinking about this, and as someone who 

cares very deeply about Coul Links, I and two others have formed a new company, specifically to apply 

for and  (if we succeed) to use some of this funding at Coul Links. The company is called Coul Future Ltd. 

The other local director is Andrew Mackay, and the third is our lawyer, John Campbell, who I think you 

have met.  

 

We think that what we have in mind would be of great benefit to your land at Coul Links within the SSSI 

sector. It would be free of cost to you as landowner. 

 

Of course, we are aware of your ongoing nature conservation negotiations with NatureScot and we know 

from the Press that you also have plans for developing the Coul Hotel clachan complex. Publicity at 

various levels also tells anyone with an interest that you are considering a lease to C4C for future golf 

development and associated nature management. What we have in mind would not necessarily 

jeopardise either of these longer-term initiatives.  

 

I’m writing now on behalf of CFL, with a single bespoke proposal. With your permission, and solely for 

the benefit of the land, Coul Future Ltd would undertake the following work in 2021/22 within the 6 

hectare former forestry plantation, located within the SSSI sector at Coul Links.  

 

Remove the brash mat and tree stump grazing hazards within the 6 ha enclosure and replace the existing 

stock fence.  

 

This short description belies quite a lot of work. The brash mats are extensive, thick, matted in places 

and obscured by moss and grass growth. Felled tree stumps are there in abundance. Specialist 

equipment is needed, but it is available locally. We have walked the ground, costed the work and have a 

plan to carry it out.  Thinking ahead a little longer, if the work was done this year, it would allow safe 

conservation grazing to start within the enclosure from Spring 2022. The grazing would over time 

remove the woody regrowth (birch, blackberry, raspberry, meadowsweet) and in about five years we 

would have the 1975 pre-forestry habitats back in splendid condition: dune grassland, dune heath and 

dune slack. The enormous benefits for biodiversity are obvious, and, as a fine example of conservation 

success, it would be without local parallel as a nature-based solution. The stock fence can then be 

removed to allow the enclosure’s ecosystems to be integrated with any wider management proposed in 

the Coul Links and Farm Management Plan produced by NatureScot, with your close involvement.  

 

This proposal is a bespoke extra to management at Coul and should not conflict at all with the plans 

already produced. It is an important extra too in that it would re-establish dune habitat connectivity for 

wildlife throughout the dunes at Coul. It makes the area more resilient to climate change, as well as 



increasing dune habitat biodiversity for other biota, such as invertebrates. It should integrate easily with 

the grazing component of NatureScot’s management plan. 

 

Naturally, this is something that could only happen with an owner’s consent. We have researched the 

admin and the possibilities and the practicalities of making an application for the grant, plus tendering 

the work. All are simplicity itself.  

 

I attach a NatureScot Nature Restoration Fund form covering a Landowner/Landlord Declaration. Coul 

Future Ltd has to use this to show evidence of your permission to undertake this NRF project. It involves 

a 10 year maintenance compliance period. That is essential in this case, to allow conservation grazing to 

remove invasive species which are now threatening dune habitat recovery in the enclosure.  If you are 

favourably disposed to what is essentially free work, I would be very happy if you would sign it please. 

I’m sure you will immediately see the tremendous nature conservation benefits that will come from you 

granting permission for this work.  

 

The deadline for the initial project submission is Tuesday 27th July, which is quite a short time, but I’m 

told that landowner consent, whilst essential, need not be submitted until an offer of grant is about to 

be made. So there is in fact time for you to consider this proposal, perhaps with your own advisors and 

maybe we can discuss it online. I would however be grateful at this stage at least for an indication of your 

support for this project, before the deadline. We can then provide more detail about the project once 

we know we have your support and permission. 

 

Coul Future Ltd is discussing this project with local NatureScot staff, and we are in touch with local 

groups to identify young people wanting to be trained to monitor the major ecological changes which 

this quick but essential restoration will initiate.   

 

Coul Future Ltd also has plans for other work within the Coul SSSI sector which would be of interest to 

you. We would welcome the opportunity to discuss these with you later this year. Looking forward, Coul 

offers long-term local employment opportunities for ecological monitoring and research. Coul Future Ltd 

can facilitate those opportunities for the SSSI sector. I think myself that this sort of opportunity can only 

expand locally, given the nature of the current global crises, generous support from government and 

emerging opportunities. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Dr Tom Dargie 

Director, Coul Future Ltd  



Edward Abel Smith 

Coul Farm 

 

Dear Edward 

Coul Deforested Enclosure 

Nature Restoration Fund: Coul Future Ltd Application 

 

Coul Future Ltd wrote to you very recently about the exciting prospect of restoring high-quality dune 

habitats to a neglected large SSSI enclosure at Coul Links. I now attach a copy of the application 

document submitted today. 

 

The application provides much more information about the work proposed by Coul Future Ltd, to 

enhance in just weeks the related proposals for wider management at Coul in the Coul Links and 

Farm Management Plan, produced for NatureScot. That plan is included with the application, to 

inform NRF staff of its important objectives and proposals. Providing the plan allows the importance 

of this additional project to be seen and acclaimed as an essential first step in a a new era of high-

quality nature management at Coul. 

 

There is one difference in the plan from that in the CFL letter sent last week. CFL will not now seek to 

involve organisations dealing with young adults with the project. Project objectives have to be kept 

narrow to be successful in a small available time frame for work on the enclosure. The mulching 

work has to be done with the public kept well distant. However, CFL emphasises it has a wider, long-

term vision which does include employment opportunities in the environment for young people at 

Coul. That is mentioned in the application. This initial project is therefore a step in that direction too. 

 

Finally, it must be emphasised that this project does not affect any of the other options that you are 

considering at Coul. This CFL project, if you permit it, will involve no cost to yourself and it will 

deliver a considerable enhancement of your land. CFL looks forward to your response. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Dr Tom Dargie 

Director, Coul Future Ltd  

 

 

  



Mr Gordon Sutherland 

Director, Communities for Coul 

 

Dear Gordon 

 

Coul Future Ltd 

A proposal for habitat restoration at Coul Links 

 

I write to inform Communities for Coul (C4C) that our company is applying for project funding from 

the recently-announced Nature Restoration Fund. If successful, CFL will deal with the unsightly brash 

and damaged ground within the deforested enclosure at Coul. This can be removed as a hazard to 

stock in just a matter of a few weeks, as well as enabling the formation of high-quality and visually 

attractive dune habitats once grazing is safely used to deal with invasive native woody species.  

 

CFL notes that C4C made much of that unsightly area in its information to local households, via the 

‘townhall’ Zoom meetings and detail in the circulated Coul Times pamphlet. CFL has requested 

permission from Edward Abel Smith to do this work which will much enhance his property at no 

personal cost. 

 

CFL emphasises that this work will not interfere with the C4C proposal to submit a golf course 

planning application at Coul. Indeed, the ground restoration using public money would reduce the 

cost of golf course construction, as well as removing an eyesore that C4C has emphasised many 

times in seeking a local public mandate. CFL thus reasonably expects C4C support for this CFL 

initiative. I hope that will be forthcoming. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Dr Tom Dargie 

Director, Coul Future Ltd 

  



Mr Lawrence Bews 

Director, Embo Trust and Embo Trust (Trading) 

 

Dear Mr Bews 

 

Coul Future Ltd 

A proposal for habitat restoration at Coul Links 

 

I write to inform the Embo Trust that our company is applying for project funding from the recently-

announced Nature Restoration Fund. If successful, CFL will deal with the unsightly brash and 

damaged ground within a deforested enclosure at Coul. This is quite close to Embo, about 1300 

along the Core Path. This brash can be removed as a hazard to stock in just a matter of a few weeks, 

as well as enabling the formation of high-quality and visually attractive dune habitats once grazing is 

safely used to deal with invasive native woody species.  

 

The Trust will be aware Communities for Coul (C4C) made much of that unsightly area in its 

information to local households, via the recent ‘townhall’ Zoom meetings and detail given in the 

circulated Coul Times pamphlet. CFL has requested permission from the Coul landowner, Edward 

Abel Smith, to do this work which will much enhance his property at no personal cost. 

 

CFL emphasises that this work will not interfere with the C4C proposal to submit a golf course 

planning application at Coul. Indeed, the ground restoration using public money would reduce the 

cost of golf course construction, as well as removing an eyesore that C4C and some Embo Trust 

members have emphasised many times in seeking a local public mandate. CFL thus reasonably 

expects The Embo Trust to support this CFL initiative. I hope that will be forthcoming.  

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Dr Tom Dargie 

Director, Coul Future Ltd 

  



Councillor Jim McGillivray 

Elected representative, East Sutherland and Edderton Ward 

 

Dear Jim 

 

Coul Future Ltd 

A proposal for habitat restoration at Coul Links 

 

I write to inform you that our company is applying for project funding from the recently-announced 

Nature Restoration Fund. If successful, CFL will deal with the unsightly brash and damaged ground 

within the deforested enclosure at Coul. This can be removed as a hazard to stock in just a matter of 

a few weeks, thereby enabling the formation of high-quality and visually attractive dune habitats 

once grazing is safely used to deal with invasive native woody species.  

 

You will be aware Communities for Coul (C4C) made much of that unsightly area in its information to 

local households, via the recent ‘townhall’ Zoom meetings and detail in the circulated Coul Times 

pamphlet. You chaired the Zoom meeting for Embo. CFL has requested permission from the Coul 

landowner, Edward Abel Smith, to do this work which will much enhance his property at no personal 

cost. 

 

CFL emphasises that this work will not interfere with the C4C proposal to submit a golf course 

planning application at Coul. Indeed, the ground restoration using public money would reduce the 

cost of golf course construction, as well as removing an eyesore that C4C has emphasised many 

times in seeking a local public mandate. You yourself emphasised your own feelings in 2020 about 

Coul Links as an eyesore. CFL thus reasonably expects your support for this CFL initiative. I hope that 

will be forthcoming.  

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Dr Tom Dargie 

Director, Coul Future Ltd 

  



Mr Patrick Murray 

Provost, Dornoch Area Community Council 

 

Cc Lou Rollason, DACC Secretary 

 

dornochareacommunitycouncil@hotmail.co.uk 

 

Dear Paddy/Lou 

 

Coul Future Ltd 

A proposal for habitat restoration at Coul Links 

 

I write to inform DACC that our company is applying for project funding from the recently-

announced Nature Restoration Fund. If successful, CFL will deal with the unsightly brash and 

damaged ground within the deforested enclosure at Coul Links. This can be removed as a hazard to 

stock in just a matter of a few weeks, thereby enabling the formation of high-quality and visually 

attractive dune habitats once grazing is safely used to deal with invasive native woody species.  

 

You will be aware Communities for Coul (C4C) made much of that unsightly area in its information to 

local households, via the recent ‘townhall’ Zoom meetings and detail in the circulated Coul Times 

pamphlet. One Zoom meeting chaired by Gordon Sutherland was aimed at Dornoch folk. CFL has 

requested permission from the Coul landowner, Edward Abel Smith, to do this work which will much 

enhance his property at no personal cost. 

 

CFL emphasises that this work will not interfere with the C4C proposal to submit a golf course 

planning application at Coul. Indeed, the ground restoration using public money would reduce the 

cost of golf course construction, as well as removing an eyesore that C4C has emphasised many 

times in seeking a local public mandate. CFL thus reasonably expects DACC support for this CFL 

initiative. I hope that will be forthcoming.  

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Dr Tom Dargie 

Director, Coul Future Ltd 

  



Matt Dent, Caithness & Sutherland Access Officer 

Jay Wilson, John O’Groats Trail Officer 

 

Coul Future Ltd 

A proposal for habitat restoration at Coul Links 

 

I write to inform you both that our company is applying for project funding from the recently-

announced Nature Restoration Fund. If successful, CFL will deal with the unsightly brash and 

damaged ground within a deforested enclosure at Coul Links. This can be removed as a hazard to 

stock in just a matter of a few weeks, thereby enabling the formation of high-quality and visually 

attractive dune habitats once grazing is safely used to deal with invasive native woody species.  

 

I attach a map of the area where the work will take place and the adjacent sector of the John 

O’Groats Trail is marked. 

 

This project will use a forestry mulching machine to shred brash timber and above-ground tree 

stumps into fragments, spreading the material over a wider area to enable continued habitat 

recovery to dune conditions. It will also temporarily remove the very large quantities of invasive 

woody native species in this area.  

 

Timber mulching generates a stream of flying timber fragments and there is a hazard to the public 

whilst the operation is in action. I therefore write to request, if this application is successful, 

permission to have a temporary diversion of the John O’Groats Trail for a period of about four weeks 

this Autumn (start date not yet exactly known). A route is available through Coul Farm using the 

farm track to return to the trail close to the C-class road at Skelbo. 

 

The project also aims to install a new stock fence around the enclosure but this will not require a 

trail diversion. CFL has indicated to the Nature Restoration Fund that it would prefer to retain scrub 

and trees between the trail and areas of wetland close by (developing dune slacks). This will act as a 

screen to reduce disturbance from walkers to waterfowl using the wetland when it is winter-

flooded. The new stock fence will act as an edge to that screen and trail maintenance (to remove 

scrub) will still be easily possible.  

 

I can fill you both in with more information and would appreciate guidance on the procedures 

needed for a temporary diversion. I understand that scrub clearance is planned along this part of the 

Trail in September and I see no difficulty for that to go ahead. Mulching can be done following that 

work. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Dr Tom Dargie 

Director, Coul Future Ltd 
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