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Education and Enjoyment - Encouraging slow tourism in
the Northwest Highlands Geopark - Final report
Executive Summary
Between June and October 2021 the North West Highlands Geopark Ltd delivered the Education
and Enjoyment – Encouraging slow tourism in the North West Highlands Geopark project funded by
NatureScot through the BetterPlaces, Green Recovery program. Eight community groups were
involved with the co-design of this project and the NatureScot program outcomes were well met.
This important project was designed to conserve key geoheritage sites within the North West
Highlands Geopark that have become visitor hotspots and engage with visitors to promote the
understanding and enjoyment of the region in a sustainable way.
As part of this work, a touring leaflet was developed, interactive visitor information maps created,
and bike racks installed at Smoo Cave. An important aspect of this project was the recruitment of a
ranger to work specifically within the Durness Community Council area in the Far North West of the
Scottish Mainland.
Eight thousand touring leaflets were distributed, 342 visitor engagement conversations reported,
250 ‘Campers poo kits’ distributed and 48 site visits to each of six hotspot sites conducted and
recorded. Ten bike racks were installed at Smoo Cave to help alleviate motorised traffic pressure on
the site. Monitoring data has reported the busiest times of day at each site and given a
semi-quantified view of the conservation issues faced by each site that can contribute to future
planning.
Headline achievements:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Creation of a Touring Leaflet for the North West Highlands Geopark
Creation of new interactive visitor information maps for hotspots in the Geopark
Racks for ten bikes installed at Smoo Cave
Monitoring and recording of data at six visitor hotspots in the Durness Community Council
area
Formal engagement with 342 visitors
Repair of drystone wall at Ceannabeinne township trail, preventing vehicles accessing the
site to camp.
Cutting back gorse bushes above Ceannabeinne beach carpark, removing privacy to prevent
toileting
A set of eight recommendations which can be found at the end of this report.

The North West Highlands Geopark
The North West Highlands Geopark Ltd is a Charity that manages the UNESCO Global Geopark
designation for a 2000km2 area of the North West Highlands (Figure 1).
A UNESCO Global Geopark is not a statutory designation in the
UK, but it does provide international recognition for the area
and requires careful and sustainable management which NWHG
Ltd can support partners to achieve. The charity actively
engages with local people and partner organisations to look
after heritage and use it to support sustainable development.
Directors and staff are mainly rooted in the local community,
and their vision is for the North West Highlands to become:
“a thriving and sustainable rural economy capitalising on the
assets and people of the Geopark in partnership with local
government, relevant agencies and local businesses”.
For seventeen years the organisation has been the only
body working across the whole geography of the North
West Highlands with a specific focus on the heritage and sustainable development of just this area.
The charity has a responsibility to its communities and to their heritage to ensure that its activities
result in positive outcomes. In recent years, it has become increasingly aware of the concerns of its
communities around the pressures of high visitor volumes, both socially and environmentally.

Figure 2: Main sites mentioned in this report

Part One: Touring Leaflet and Interactive Maps
Background
Visitors have to work hard to get information that will enable responsible choices in the Geopark.
Especially post-arrival there is little obvious information on the locations of bins, toilets, car parks
and access. This has been identified by the members of the Kinlochbervie Locality Group (a
off-shoot of the Sutherland Community Partnership) and the ‘Super 6 Community Council’s group
(composed of representative of Coigach, Assynt, Scourie, Kinlochbervie, Durness and Tongue
Community Councils). The Super 6 asked the Geopark Charity to lead the production of a Touring
Guide to the North West Highlands, using the same format as the “Your Guide to Touring Wester
Ross” leaflet produced by the Wester Ross Biosphere:
https://wrb.scot/userfiles/file/wrtp/wrb_campervan_leaflet_digital_final.pdf

Outputs
We were able to develop this very quickly thanks to our close working relationship with Wester Ross
Biosphere, our sister UNESCO site in the Highlands. WRB has an entrepreneurial management
model, similar to NWHG Ltd and we were able to contract their services and use the same template
and designer to ensure continuity of visitor information provision as well as rapid production.
The leaflet was ready in late July following a short period of user testing with members of the
Scottish Motorhome Campervan Adventures Facebook Group. Members of that group contributed
photographs for the front cover of the leaflet.
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Information provided in the leaflet includes include toilets, fuel stations, recycling and waste
disposal including campervan waste and grocery shops. 10,000 copies were printed and distributed
across the region a digital version is included on the Geopark website and shared with others
digitally.

www.nwhgeopark.com/touring-essentials-for-the-north-west-highlands-geopark/

Figure 3: Front and back cover information

4

Figure 4: Inside information
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Figure 5: Centre page map
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To give deeper insight an online tool for visitors, were created by Beyond Nessie, a company based
in the Geopark. Beyond Nessie ground truthed locations, interviewed Geopark community
directors, businesses and organisations and provided photographs of signs and infrastructure such
as recycling centres, defibrillators, and car parks to produce interactive maps. Detailed information
was provided including number of parking bays, alternative parking when full, opening hours of
toilets and shops, and types of waste taken at recycling centres. The information was user tested in
βeta before being officially launched on the Geopark website in August. The maps can be updated
as circumstances change.
www.nwhgeopark.com/touring-essentials-interactive-maps/

Figure 6: Screen capture, interactive map of Durness

Part Two: Smoo Cave Bike Racks
Background
Durness Community Group and Community Council agreed that one simple measure that could be
implemented quickly for summer 2021 was the installation of bike stands and signage at Smoo Cave
to help manage visitor behaviour, the flow of visitors and visitor road traffic. This encourages visitors
to lower their carbon impact, in an area prone to high levels of car-based access.

Outputs
Local contractors were used for the works and the site manager Highland Council, gave approval.
Racks sufficient for ten bikes were installed near to the carpark and toilets. This should be noted as a
first step on the journey to improving the situation at Smoo Cave. During the project we were able
to meet with Smoo Cave site manager Alasdair Stewart who was interviewed as part of research for
the ‘Groundwork for Slow Tourism’ project case study. At this meeting the parking situation was
discussed and three proposals put forward for future consideration:
1. Expand the current coach parking by purchasing a small parcel of land from Durness Estate
7

2. Build a new car park on the Lerinbeg peninsula, west of the cave and encourage traffic that
way.
3. Impose a 20 miles per hour speed limit on the stretch of road next to the cave.
The Highland Council will take responsibility to maintain the bike racks for the required period,
although it is anticipated maintenance requirements will be low.

Figure 7: Smoo Cave carpark area before bike rack installation

Figure 8: Smoo Cave carpark area after bike rack installation
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Figure 9: Exact location of bike racks. Grid reference NC 41831 67148

Part Three: Durness Geopark Ranger
Background
The project employed a Durness Geopark Ranger for a 14-week period covering late July to the end
of October. The aim of this post was to engage with visitors at Smoo Cave, Balnakeil and
Ceannabeinne. The Durness area is a bottle-neck on the North Coast 500 route, with single track
roads entering the village from the south and the east. It is a natural place for visitors following the
route to want to overnight. However, many visitors arrive with motorhomes or tents and stay at the
three sites mentioned above creating visitor hotspots experiencing traffic congestion, litter and
environmental damage from waste and fires. To mitigate this for the 2021 season, the Durness
Geopark Ranger was focused in the community council area on a full time basis to: communicate
and engage with visitors to promote and encourage responsible access, camping and parking – in
accordance with the Scottish Outdoor Access Code (SOAC) Guidance and particularly the ‘leave no
trace’ ethos
The full Durness Geopark Ranger job description is presented below in Appendix A.
The Durness Geopark Ranger began work on the 26 th of July. Site monitoring began on the 2 nd of
August 2021 and ceased on the 22nd of October.

Methods
The Durness Geopark Ranger (DGR) focused exclusively on the Durness Community Council area,
although some supporting work took place in Scourie and Kinlochbervie to advance a joint path
improvement project with Durness. The DGR was usually present in the area from 9:30 to 18:00
Monday to Friday. The Highland Council Access Ranger was also working in the Durness area on a
Friday and monitored Durness sites at weekends and Tuesday evenings. The DGR and Access
Ranger worked alongside each other to provide maximum coverage, peer support and complete
9

practical tasks on Fridays. The Access Ranger began work in May and had already established that
the Keoldale carpark, the A838 south of the Keoldale carpark and the Sango Mor carpark were also
sites under pressure, so these sites were also monitored. The DGR and Access Ranger also
supported each other on a practical level by also sharing monitoring sites at Sheigra, Sandwood Bay
and Oldshoremore. This was because the DGR lived in Kinlochbervie and so ended the day there,
whilst the Access Ranger lived west of Durness and so was better placed to monitor Durness in the
evenings.

Figure 10: Fraser Gibb Durness Geopark Ranger at Ceannabeinne beach

Monitoring
The DGR set up two ‘runs’.
Run 1: A838 from Rhiconich Junction to Keoldale, then to Balnakeil, Sango More, Smoo Cave and
Ceannabeinne on Mondays, Tuesdays and Fridays.
Run 2: Ceannabeinne, Smoo Cave, Sango Mor, Keoldale, A838, Oldshoremore, Sandwood Bay
carpark and Sheigra on Wednesdays and Thursdays.
At each site the number of cars, (camper)vans, (motor)bikes, tents, dogs, fires and litter was
recorded. On Run 1, as well as recording numbers a detailed walk round was conducted and
cleaning/litter picking and removing fire rings etc. On Run 2, the focus was on speaking to people as
well as recording numbers.
An excel spreadsheet was used to record the date and time of each site visit. One single count was
carried out at each visit.

Practical tasks
On Thursdays line management meetings were held and any support issues identified. On Fridays
practical tasks were carried out. The following pieces of work were completed;
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Clearing gorse from the hillside at Ceannabeinne carpark
Removing sand from the steps at Ceannabeinne
Surveying the Ceannabeinne path for future improvement work
Repairing the walling at Ceannabeinne township trail
Surveying the Loch a’mhuillin path
Surveying the Kinlochbervie core path network
Reporting
10

Visitor Engagement
The DGR received training on the Scottish Outdoor Access code from the Highland Council and on
the local geoheritage from the Geopark as well as information on the Geopark Charity and
introductions to the Highlife Highland Countryside Ranger based in Durness.
The DGR was then able to speak to visitors, listen to their experiences and provide advice. This
included handing out the Touring leaflet and Geopark general information leaflet as well as sign
posting relevant online material. The DCR also used a tablet to conduct a visitor survey to feed into
the John Muir Trust visitor management research and into a Rural Tourism Infrastructure Fund bid
for car parking improvements.

Results
Site Monitoring in Durness
Data was analysed in Microsoft Excel. 48 data points for each site were included in the analysis.
This did not equate to an equal amount of visits to every site in every week and so an average was
taken by calculating the number of visits to each site in each week and dividing the total number of
counts by number of visits. An example of the data is shown below in table 1.
date>
site
A838
keo
Balnakeil
Sango Moor
Smoo cave
Ceannabeinne

05/08/202
1
in

weather >
out
car

:1500
:1530
:1600
:1630
:1700

:1515
:1545
:1620
:1645
:1800

van

2
16
5
15
8

4
4
2
10
11

bike

tent

0
2
0
3
0

0
0
0
0
4

dog

fire

0
4
0
2
3

litter
1
0
0
0
1

no. spoken

0
0
0
0
1

0
0
0
4
5

Table 1: Example of monitoring data

Data summary:
Sites
A838
Keoldale
Balnakeil
Sango Mor
Smoo
Cave

Number of Site visits
48
48
48
48

Monitoring
Car
Campervan
Motorbike
Tent

Week commencing code
02/08/2021
1
09/08/2021
2
16/08/2021
3
23/08/2021
4

50
48

Dog
Fire
Litter
Number of people spoken to

30/08/2021
06/09/2021
13/09/2021
20/09/2021
27/09/2021
04/10/2021
11/10/2021
18/10/2021

5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
11

Table 2: Summary of what data was collected by the Durness Geopark Ranger

Data used in these analyses were collected by the DGR – data from The Highland Council was not
available yet at the time of analysis but the two data sets can be analysed together in the future as
the same features and sites were monitored. The data was interrogated to establish the volume of
cars, campervans, motorbikes and tents on each day of the week and at the time of day based on
hourly time slots. The over all volumes are also presented below for each week of the DGR’s data
collection.

Traffic volumes per week:
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Volumes throughout the day
Data from each site was separated into hourly slots based on when the site visit was conducted.
This was then divided by the number of visits to each site in each hour to obtain a picture of volume
changes at all sites in the Durness Community Council area and across the day at each site.
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Volumes by day of the week

The database can be made available upon request, please email admin@nwhgeopark.com for a
copy.
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Discussion
General observations
Some points to consider as observed by the DGR and Access Ranger:
1. The tourist vehicles are approximately a mix of 55% cars and 45% campervans. This is a very
high percentage of campervans, all of which are much larger than cars, often taking up the
space of two cars. So, the large size of so many vehicles adds a unique pressure on the
facilities of a small village.
2. The demands on parking areas can change each hour through the day as the percentage of
cars to campervans changes. One hour can see a car park full of just campervans, the next
hour just cars, the next a mixture. This makes it very difficult to designate certain parking
bays for cars or campervans as the range of demand changes so much through the day.
3. All tourist vehicles are on a driving-based holiday travelling in opposing directions along a
linear route with no alternative routes to by-pass Durness. This north west geography
heightens the pressure on parking and road congestion as everyone is committed to travel
one road, locals and tourists, there is no alternative.
4. Tourist vehicles are often traveling in large social groups, unique to the NC500 tourism
experience. Groups of 10 cars or up to 60 motorbikes from clubs and social groups are
commonly seen travelling in convoy on the single-track roads of the north west.
5. Car rallies and motorbike events often use the north west NC500 for their events which can
see 100+ participants travelling in vehicle groups and using car parks for group stops adding
significant spot moment pressures.
6. Cycling has increased significantly by both touring cyclists and large groups of road cyclists
staying in the area and riding out on local roads each day.
7. Commercial cycling companies are now regular visitors to the area as the north NC500 has
become famous as a desired place to cycle. Groups of 20 to 50 cyclists are often
encountered riding together in a large group.
8. Most tourists are on a driving touring holiday so are in a daily transitory mode of moving on
each day. Therefore, tourism development is reliant on parking capacity. There are few
hotels or traditional accommodations available, so those tourists are a relatively low
percentage of overall tourist numbers.

Site specific observations
A838
By the end of August, the volume of campers began to fall but the A838 remained active especially
as late night stops. There was minimal litter in this area with a few spent fire rings but nothing too
concerning as the majority of litter was taken away.
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Keoldale
Early in August the site owner issued paid parking on the piece of land and began cleaning and
taking care of the site. Since this paid parking has been put into place more roadside camping along
the A838 southbound of the site was observed.

Week 2 was following the implementation of parking charges.
There was an increase in fire pits and loose litter at Keoldale noted and cleared by the DGR during
the month of August despite the site owner and the Access Ranger also cleaning and clearing away
litter.

Balnakeil
Balnakiel, this site has visitors all day and has constant traffic between hikers, tourists and golfers.
It’s hard to see a quiet day here. It’s rare to find anyone camping here for over a day. It seems to be
late night and leaving fairly early. No campers in the dunes or fires on the beach were noted by the
DCR. There has been some signs of fires near the rocks or the passing places but minimal litter is
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left. One of the land owners closer to the village opened up a plug in space for motor homes close
by in late August and there was a slight fall in litter and fire pits recorded by the DGR following this.
Toileting isn’t such a visible issue here but still happens in some corners that are out of sight.

Sango Mor
The Sango Mor carpark is a perfect spot for people to stop and use the local facilities and see the
area. The DCR observed that a lot of people park here during the day and walking the length of the
village to Smoo or Balnakeil. As there is no pedestrian path natural desire lines have formed in the
hill side and embankments. It may be helpful to propose a public walkway to help this from
happening to more areas of grassland or flowers. This could also be a great place to promote the
geopark and it’s routes.

Smoo Cave
During July and August parking issues at Smoo Cave were described by the DGR as serious, with the
parking capacity constantly overwhelmed. Travelling either or foot or by car/van was frequently
hazardous. At peak time cars and campervans were observed parked on blind bends with foot traffic
and dogs weaving around the road and crossing between cars. The DGR felt that the area around
the site requires a pedestrian path taking the main flow away from high traffic areas.
The car parks in the immediate area were almost at full capacity by 9am. Campsites or lots are at
full capacity. At least some of these are overnight stays with no other options. From 11am till around
5pm consistently the carparks and surrounding areas are over capacity with questionable parking in
hazardous areas being the result. With heavy foot traffic moving around these sites to visit the
caves it can be worrying. It would be beneficial to have some pedestrian footpaths to navigate
public away from heavy traffic. People are still attending the site even when weather causes the
tours to be offline for the day which shows the high popularity of the site and surrounding areas.
Following a full day of monitoring this site on the 18/08/2021 it was observed visitors spend less than
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an hour parked and attending which with the numbers acquired shows a high turnover of public
attendance over a single day. There are 15 spaces for cars and 4 spaces for coaches at the site and
this capacity was exceeded on >70% of site visits conducted. 20% of visits recorded the number of
cars and campervans at over double the capacity of the carpark.

Ahead of the 2021 season washing machines a toastie kiosk and a food van at the hotel were all
added to the visitor offer near to the site. The DGR felt that if this strategy was put into place closer
to the cave. selling food and refreshments or gifts and maps could generate wealth in the area that
could be fed back into expansion and upkeep. They suggested this could also be used as a reception
for the boat tours and might be able to add card payments once above ground as presently this is
not possible. Following the slight slow in visitors at the end of August the parking became less
chaotic and spaces were used properly and there were fewer dangerous foot traffic pinch points.

Ceannabeinne
This is the main hotspot for informal camping. During the day there were usually at least 3 tents
but by 19:00 the Access Ranger was frequently reporting in excess of 20+.
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Campers seem to be very conscientious when it comes to litter but toileting in the area was
observed as a serious problem. Behind the carpark on the hillside is usually a major problem area
as well as the small stream running down the east side of the site and some of the areas near the
start of the sand.
The amount of human waste observed could be a real problem to human health and the wider
environment.
The stairs at the top of the site are uneven and broken with no handrail. A fall here could be serious
as the decline is very steep and rocky as well as the stairs leading onto the beach with broken
handrails on both the right and left sides. Paths repairs at this location are recommended to
mitigate risk.
Visitor volumes at this site are very high with the main carpark and the flats on the east hill road
being close to capacity from a very early hour in the day and by lunchtime seeing the West Side
nearing capacity also. The official carpark has the capacity for 20 cars and this was exceeded on
22% of day time visits.
If visitors are not camping, dwell time is around 1-2hr at the site, so numbers show a high turnover,
most campers only stay one night and only a small amount spend 2 or more days. The DGR and
Access Ranger dismantled and cleaned out all firepits and rings as much as possible. In doing this
they observed that new campers to the area used cleaned out pits instead of creating new ones
which in turn helps preserve the grassland on which they are staying.
The Rangers worked together to deter people toileting by removing some of the thick gorse bushes
around the car park. The township trail nearby was also observed to be a late stopping point for
campers. Although there is no official parking here, visitors would drive into the historic site, and set
up camp. The Rangers worked together here to repair the dry-stone wall, thus preventing vehicles
entering.
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Visitor Engagement
The touring leaflets were a great tool for the DGR as they brought attention to the vast area
covered the points of interest and public amenities. They were particularly helpful in directing
visitors to more appropriate sites.
It became apparent very quickly that a quirky tool to engage visitors would be a ‘campers poo kit’
containing dog poo bags, publications and the advice from the Highland Council to ‘bag it and bin
it’. NatureScot allowed a pilot and 250 kits were made up and handed out to visitors.
Ceannabeinne became the main focus area to hand out poo kits and to speak to visitors and the
main concerns they voiced themselves was parking and facilities such as toilets and water. Most
commented on the cleanliness of the area or their trip so far and were very respectful of the
environment.
Visitors did not respond well to the survey and people seem stressed by it or unwilling to continue in
easy conversation when completing. The DGR found it easier to get the main focus points in general
conversation and take notes, e.g. the area they have travelled from, the amount in their group and
their reasons for visiting. Usually conversations included asking how they found out about the area
which then lead to a conversation about the Geopark and surrounding facilities.
In total 342 conversations with visitors were noted in the spreadsheet.
Survey results

Community Engagement
Throughout the project the Geopark Manager attended Durness Community Council meetings and
was in regular communication with the chair and Durness Community nominated Geopark director.
At the beginning of the project the Highland Council Access Ranger organised a tour of the hotspots
for members of community groups and Alastair Stewart, site manager for Smoo Cave, met with the
Geopark Community Director and Manager at Smoo Cave. A link was made between the grazings
committee and the Highland Council which has led to the possibility of a Rural Tourism
Infrastructure Fund bid to purchase land to extend the parking at the cave. It is important to
continue this dialogue.
The Durness Community Group have aspirations to repair paths and board walks around the area
and early discussions have taken place around a joint project between them and Kinlochbervie
Tourism Group, Scourie Community Council and the Geopark on a joint path improvements project.
The Kinlochbervie Locality Group are considering a proposal to expand into a North West Locality
Group. The Tourism Sub Group in particular could be an ideal vehicle for tourism collaboration.
The Community Council have proposed a plan to create a carpark on the Lerinbeg peninsula, west
of the cave to remove pressure on the existing small carpark and pedestrians from the roadside.
A private landowner at Balnakeil has made plans to develop a new campsite to alleviate pressure
and first contact made with the landlord at the old Sango Mor visitor centre which could now lead to
a conversation about information provision.
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Information provision
During the first round of consultation supported by the NatureScot Better Places Green Recovery
funding, it was repeatedly noted in the stakeholder interviews and community survey that the Visit
Scotland information centre closing presented a real problem in Durness. It could be argued that
the DGR and the Access Ranger have partly taken on this role on a roving, mobile basis during the
2021 season leading to the recommendation that a visitor information centre should be created for
Durness. This would give visitors a focal point where they can go for advice, help, and emergency
support in the case of break-downs, accidents and lost property for example.

Evaluation
Outcomes
The essential outcome of the project, that ‘Visitor management measures are in place and
operational at visitor ‘hotspot’ locations in time for summer 2021’ was met through the rapid
recruitment of a Durness Geopark Ranger in post ready for the busiest month of the season. It
would have been even better to have been able to start the ranger earlier in the season and so if we
did the project again, we would submit the funding application earlier; leaving more time
pre-season for recruitment. The touring leaflet was produce very quickly thanks to the rapid
response and availability of the contractor. There were no responses to the initial advert for a digital
information compiler and so the contract had to be re-advertised, resulting in delays. Inquiries
suggested that the contact should have been valued at a higher rate, allowing travel and
accommodation expenses for contractors based outside of the area. However, a locally based
contractor responded to the second advertisement.
Infrastructure was installed later than intended, this was due to pressures on the contractor
following lock down easing and supply chain issues. We could not have planned for these or
mitigated the effects within such a short-term project.
The outcome that ‘Communities and interested parties see or are involved in positive action to
address issues and visitor impacts leading to improvements to local and visitor experiences and
place’ was met well. Eight community groups were involved in the project design and throughout
the project the Geopark Manager attended Durness Community Council meetings and was in
regular communication with the chair and Durness Community nominated Geopark director.
There was no location specific visitor management plan for Durness, but signage and Information
Provision were solutions designed with the community and other stakeholders via the first phase of
BetterPlaces Recovery work. The Ranger role was identified as essential by the Durness Community
Council and Durness Community Group. Therefore, the outcome that ‘Designed solutions and
options from visitor management plans are taken forward leading to improvements to places,
including green/blue space, which people visit and live beside’ was met to the best of our ability.
The population of Durness is less than 400 people. Almost all of whom are employed in activities
that become extremely busy during the summer months. It was impossible to involve a large
proportion of the community in project activities during the summer and autumn – expect via email
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and occasional face to face meetings early in the morning or late at night. Therefore we can say
that although ‘Communities, including landowners, land managers, businesses and visitors are
motivated or empowered to help deliver plans and action in a collaborative way’, this will become
more apparent now that we are able to report back on the project outputs to the wider community
as they begin to have more time to engage through the winter.
The outcome that ‘Places under pressure and suffering negative impacts from increased visitation
are managed in a sustainable way that supports lower impact responsible enjoyment’ was met very
well during the employment of the Durness Geopark Ranger. The on the ground interaction and
monitoring has demonstrated that visitors will respond to advise from the rangers, but litter, fires,
irresponsible parking and camping all take place without this interaction. However once the ranger
service is withdrawn there is little to guide visitors at the hotspots themselves. We have learned that
it is impossible to enforce the Scottish Outdoor Access Code and signage prohibiting fires or tent
camping, even when a site is clearly becoming over used and damaged is not lawful so more
proactive measures are necessary to control behaviour. For example, creating flower beds or
installing a bench to make off-road parking or pitching a tent more difficult in order to conserve a
site under pressure. These are measures that will require more time spent building relationships
with landowners and establishing planning permission etc.
Solutions provide a source of visitor generated income which helps to sustain the infrastructure and
service provision.
We hope that the bike racks at Smoo Cave will achieve the outcome: ‘Solutions are implemented
that encourage a low carbon impact, particularly in areas prone to high levels of car based access.’
Without baseline data on number of cyclists using the site prior to the bike rack installation this is
difficult to measure, however Cycling UK are confident that installation of bike racks does
encourage more cycling:
https://www.cyclinguk.org/article/campaigns-guide/cycle-parking-good-practice
Our project activity aligned with the Highland Council’s strategic plans for the area as we worked
very closely with the Access Ranger team. We also aligned with national communications activity
for visitor management through our social media communications and using the appropriate
wording on publications.
The outcome that ‘NatureScot and its strategic partners agencies, including Scottish Government
and VisitScotland are better informed about visitor management activity and action applied in 2021
for managing impacts and developing opportunities linked to green tourism’ was also well met. We
attended the Sutherland Community Partnerships Sustainable Tourism meetings to report on the
project to NatureScot, PoliceScotland, Highlands and Islands Enterprise, and the Highland Council.
We also coordinated a familiarisation visit for VisitScotland and VentureNorth (our DMO) where
they were able to meet with the Durness Geopark Ranger and hear directly about the project and
visitor management and conservation issues.

Learning points
The Ranger recruitment process was too short, more time was needed to properly advertise the
post, interview candidates and allow a notice period before starting work. In addition, it is incredibly
difficult to find accommodation in Durness and the Geopark Charity is very grateful to the
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community for finding accommodation for the Durness Geopark Ranger and welcoming him into
their midst. The social capital in the area is not to be underestimated.
Line management support was difficult when working remotely and on a short-term contract.
Training needs could not be met due to the lead time required from third parties and the short
window for data collection. A permanent ranger post would be desirable, both to achieve long term
outcomes for the region but also to establish the good working practices and local and corporate
knowledge that comes over time once processes bed in and relationships develop.
Visitors did not respond well to the Visitor survey, this was largely due to them being invited to
participate whilst on holiday and wanting to get away from work. It would be better to conduct this
type of survey online using social media channels once visitors have arrived home.
Progressing signage and infrastructure projects required more time than was available on the
project – there were many hidden hurdles to be jumped that were not anticipated pre-project such
as annual leave, supply chain difficulties and post lock down workload increases led to delays.
Within such a short time-frame these quickly become problematic. In future more time must be
allowed, or fewer deliverables planned.

Beneficiaries
The intended beneficiaries of the project were the members of the Durness Community. The
community council have said that the actions of the rangers in Durness have improved their quality
of life, given them a sense of control back and a point of contact to discuss any concerns.
Visitors are also a beneficiary, through
conversations and interactions with the
Durness Geopark Ranger more visitors are
now aware of the special qualities of the
area including the social capital present in
the community. The DGR noted that
these personal interactions helped visitors
mentally link the place with the people
that live there and they enjoyed hearing
about the area through a relaxed
conversation. Many visitors have been genuinely worried about their impact on the environment
and just needed a little push from a person in uniform to make informed, wiser choices.
The team working on the project also benefitted in unforeseen ways. It was an empowering
experience to be able to do something proactive to help the community and the sites and
landscapes we care passionately about. The Durness Geopark Ranger felt he had a brilliant
experience and appreciated the opportunity to put his skills to use and learn a mew traditional
method in repairing dry stone walls.

Additional or unintended benefits as a result of the project
As a result of the community engagement around this project, through reporting on its progress to
neighbouring communities and other interested parties, there is new interest in developing a joint
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path project between community groups in Scourie, Kinlochbervie and Durness. The Durness
Geopark Ranger surveyed paths in each area and produced some recommendations. The Geopark
Charity could take the lead on this and will work with the Highland Council and community groups
to prepare funding bids.
The team working on the project also benefitted in unforeseen ways. It was an empowering
experience to be able to do something proactive to help the community and the sites and
landscapes we care passionately about. The Durness Geopark Ranger felt he had a brilliant
experience and appreciated the opportunity to put his skills to use and learn a mew traditional
method in repairing dry stone walls.
The Durness Geopark Ranger began tidying up the ‘Rock Garden’ at Sango Mor, which has begun a
new relationship with the owner of the old visitor information centre. There is an opportunity to
explore possibilities for future information provision here.
Personal reflections from the Durness Geopark Ranger
Upon finishing the role I have mixed feelings on my time , I am extremely glad to have been part of
this project i enjoyed practical experience as much as bringing data to real figures. Engaging the
public and gaining knowledge aswell as educating. I struggle with the projects we couldn’t fulfil and
opportunities missed to better the communities we work with.
I also feel that a good asset to have for my role would be better knowledge on the company the
partners and geology. I tried my best to keep educating myself and attending appropriate meetings,
talks or walks when available but was well aware this was a skill set I lacked when approaching the
public. I have learned so much in this role and it has only made me more eager to continue pursuing
this line of work. I am so thankful for the opportunity given and only hope I fulfilled my role,
everyone on the team has been so welcoming and helpful and made these last 3 months amazing I
hope to be able to help contribute to all the efforts you put in, in the future.

Conclusions
1. The car parks in Durness have been constantly ¾ full to full from 11am through to 4pm on
most days through July and August, causing many visitors to be unable to park to use
facilities.
2. Being unable to park due to car parks at full capacity has caused many incidents of human
toileting on grass verges and other road side locations in and around the village. There are
few cafes, petrol stations, pubs and restaurants along the NC500 in this area so there is less
general access to toilets than tourists would usually encounter. Therefore, the need to be
able to park and access public toilets is greater than in most locations and there is often no
alternative option if tourists can’t park to use a public toilet.
3. From 11am, up to 100 campervans and 100 cars leave the Sango campsite and start to move
around the village. Some leave and many move around the village attractions until leaving
in the afternoon to their next destination. Also, 30 to 50 campervans have parked overnight
in the Highland Council car parks in Durness so many parking spaces are already blocked
and the campervans who move just add to the number of campervans moving around the
village putting pressure on other car parks and general congestion. By 11am large numbers
25

of campervans, cars and motorbikes start to arrive in Durness from the south and east.
Hundreds of new tourist vehicles arrive each day adding to the pressure on car parks and
overall congestion. Many stay arrive wishing to park overnight and some pass through.
4. Through July and August there is high numbers of tourists camping with cars and tourists
with cars staying in traditional accommodation and wishing to drive around the local area,
further adding to the pressure on car parks and facilities.
The busiest days in Durness area are Mon/Tue/Wed but through July and August only Fri/Sat can see
lower numbers. Bank holiday and peak weeks saw 7 day full capacity for all official and illicit parking
and camping locations in the North West area. These busy periods saw all parking being saturated
and oversubscribed throughout the day, causing a number of issues:
1. Parking overspill: Ceannabeinne, Smoo Caves and Balnakeil all suffer parking overspill onto
grass verges, passing places and residential areas. This has caused damage to the ecology
of grass areas surrounding parking locations and caused upset to residents. The sense of a
free for all has itself encouraged uncivil behaviour and many tourists have camped, BBQ’d
and set up encampments in parking areas. The taking of such liberties and uncivil behaviour
by tourists has caused upset to residents. These civic parking locations lack civic measures
to manage the parking consistently which encourages some uncivil behaviour by a minority
of tourists.
2. Pedestrians in the road: All the popular locations have no footpaths so pedestrians have to
walk in the road which can be congested with parking overspill and heavy traffic passing at
speed on single track roads. Smoo Caves pose a high risk to pedestrians having to walk from
parking areas to the toilets and caves via a congested single track road. Ceannabeinne also
sees pedestrians using the zipline attraction having to walk along the narrow verge
alongside vehicles passing at speed.
3. Reduced access to toilets: As car parks near toilets are often full through the day, many
vehicles can’t stop for passengers to use the toilets leading to human toileting on nearby
grass verges, Ceannabeinne Township, etc. Incidents of roadside human toileting have been
commonplace.
4. Reduced tourist spend: Many tourists could not park and stop in the Durness area so they
were unable to spend their money into the local economy. All the tourists are on a vehicle
based touring holiday. The absence of local transport also means that tourists staying
longer in traditional accommodation are also reliant on vehicles to interact with locations.
Therefore, there is a direct connection between the capacity of parking and the village
economy. The parking capacity caps the income potential of the local economy. If tourists
can’t stop and park, they can’t spend. The current parking capacities match previous
demand, not modern demand, and therefore match the existing low number of tourist
businesses and don’t support capacity growth to support new enterprises such as cafes and
restaurants.
5. Tourists and locals blocked out: Local people and tourists are blocked out from using the
popular locations due to saturated visitor volumes.
6. Although day time car parking pressures often reduce around 5pm, new users seeking
somewhere to park overnight then arrive and the beach front car parks such as Balnakeil,
Sango mor and Ceannabeinne can be full up again by 9pm and remain full overnight.
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7. Durness has huge potential to develop a strong tourism destination identity with a range of
sightseeing, ecology, heritage and adventure sports tourism activities.

Recommendations
Some recommendations for future changes in the Geopark to support the outcomes of the Better
Places, Green Recovery program:
1. Share this report with key stakeholders;.
a. The Highland Council
b. NatureScot
c. Durness Community Group
d. Durness Community Council
e. Private landowners and entrepreneurs
f. Geopark members
2. Create a tourism development plan, focused on the needs of the community as well as the
visitor, to establish where Durness is now, where it wants to go, how it will get there and
why, and over what time scale. Actions to consider are presented in Appendix B. If the
Kinlochbervie Locality Group expands to include Durness then this would be an ideal vehicle
to work on this, especially if funding is available to employ an officer or consultant.
a. The Geopark Charity should participate in this work where outcomes are
compatible with its Charitable objects
b. The Highland Council should participate in the work as the body with overall
responsibility for the public realm
c. NatureScot should consider if future rounds of funding could include multi-year
projects develop and implement local tourism plans
3. The Geopark Charity should add information on the Scottish Outdoor Access Code to the
Keoldale Geopod.
4. The Durness Community Council should consider asking for consolidation of signs at
Balnakeil and information on the Scottish Outdoor Access Code
5. The Geopark Charity should speak to the owner of the old visitor centre to establish
whether there is an opportunity to promote the geopark and it’s routes at Sango Mor
carpark.
6. The Highland Council should continue its course of action to enact path repairs at
Ceannabeinne beach.
7. The Geopark should pursue the opportunity to install the poo bag dispenser donated by the
Highland Council at the Ceannabeinne beach car park to continue to raise awareness of the
‘bag it and bin it’ messaging.
8. NatureScot should consider whether funding for future Ranger posts could be made
permanent
Back to the top.
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Appendix A: North West Highlands Geopark Ranger
Job Description
Purpose
To welcome and engage with visitors in the Durness Community Council area.
This is an important opportunity for an enthusiastic and hardworking individual to work closely with
the Geopark Manager, local crofters and residents, to welcome visitors to Durness. The ranger will
provide advice to visitors, promoting the Scottish Outdoor Access Code and the UNESCO Global
Geopark’s work and ethos and help visitors make more responsible choices.

Specific duties
You will:
●
●
●

●
●
●
●

Undertake training in the Scottish Outdoor Access Code
Complete risk assessments and health and safety policies before starting work
Communicate and engage with visitors to promote and encourage responsible access, camping
and parking – in accordance with the Scottish Outdoor Access Code (SOAC) Guidance and
particularly the ‘leave no trace’ ethos
Gather evidence, including a visitor survey, and report on key visitor management issues within
the Durness Community Council area
Follow H&S procedures and policies at all times including Covid 19 guidance
Promote the work of the Geopark, encouraging donations, membership and engagement; and
Help deliver events such as local beach cleans

Person specification
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Very confident in engaging with people. Friendly, diplomatic manner. Ability to have
challenging conversations
Practical experience desirable alongside a willingness to learn and be involved in a wide range of
activities
Organised, self-motivated and able to work independently, and with Geopark staff, volunteers
and Highland Council access rangers, Highlife Highland Rangers and John Muir Trust staff
Be prepared to work to risk assessments and health and safety policies
Driving licence essential
Willingness to have Disclosure Scotland checks
Weekend and evening work will be essential
Ability to speak / understanding of Gaelic is desirable

Appendix B
The creation of a plan that everyone can commit to with clear vision of the changes, compromises
needed and benefits to be gained would be of benefit to Durness. Good places live are good places
to visit and therefore both visitors and the community would benefit from a coordinated plan that
considers the following:
1. Increase the availability of parking with temporary gravel surfaced (or grass) parking areas
that can be opened at busy times to allow tourists to stop and use facilities such as toilets,
enjoy tourist attractions and allow them opportunity to spend their money and facilitate
tourism economic growth.
2. Create a Smoo Cave visitor centre and café to build on the growing popularity of the
attraction, creating an all-weather tourist attraction, creating job, opportunity for tourists
to spend money and an attraction that can help extend the tourism season.
3. A new pedestrian footpath from the Village Hall to Smoo Cave so pedestrians don’t have to
walk in the road.
4. Install car parking signs that direct drivers to parking areas as soon as they arrive in the
village and reduce the unnecessary movement around the village by vehicles searching for
somewhere to park.
5. Encourage day time parking at the village hall and extend the parking area with a gravel
surfaced seasonal car park.
6. The Durness Grazings Committee should work with the Highland Council to extend the
parking at Smoo Cave to prioritise space in the existing coach park for coaches to disembark
their passengers and increase capacity for cars and campervans.
7. A village path network to link up all the tourism locations around Durness. A network of
wide gravel surfaced paths that are attractive to walk or cycle on would be a new feature of
the location and allow people to walk between locations instead of driving and so reduce car
park and road congestion. Many tourists would like to walk instead of driving around
locations but there are no paths or pavements. It’s the same problem for residents. Good
tourist paths also become a tourist attraction as people can spend a day enjoying a walk
between attractions as part of their stay and they have reason to stay longer.
8. Courtesy bus for a hop on hop off service circulating around the village locations between
the Cape Wrath ferry and Ceannabeinne zip line. This would allow tourists to park and ride
and reduce the vehicle congestion. It also adds to the quality of their holiday experience.
9. The Highland Council could consider preventing overnight parking of campervans and
camping in Highland Council car parks such as Sango Mor and Balnakeil. Allowing free
overnight stays is a missed opportunity to demand an overnight fee from tent and
campervan tourists so it undermines potential local economic benefit.
10. Encourage and support new commercial campsites, both large and boutique which are
needed to respond to demand especially if the free overnight parking and camping
locations in Durness, such as Highland Council car parks are changed to prevent overnight
parking. At the moment the Highland Council car parks are needed to accommodate the
overspill when the current campsites are full.
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11. Prevent overnight parking of campervans and tents on the various grass verges and
common grazing areas in and around the village so visitors must use commercial campsites
or move on. This can be done by adding paths, building attractive stone walls, installing
picnic benches, planting trees and bushes, flower beds, etc, which all enhance the
appearance of the village environment for all and prevent campervans and campers taking
the liberty of seeking to stay overnight within the village for free.
12. Crofters could consider a Crofters Camping Club to encourage more croft fields to be used
for commercial camping and campervans. The Durness croft community already operates a
sheep stock club to pool their resources to make crofting sheep viable for a group of small
shareholders. Individually each crofter is allowed some vans and tents on their croft but
individually it isn’t economically viable compared to the set up and on-going time demands.
Working as a group with one person managing all the available croft camping locations,
operating the on-line bookings, etc, would make a viable business model that all involved
would benefit from with minimal direct involvement, the same principal as the sheep stock
club. It would free up a huge amount of land for camping and campervan to overnight for a
fee and it’s the type of small boutique locations that tourists prefer.
13. The availability of free locations to camp or campervan overnight and the absence of
enough commercial campsites is preventing tourism economic growth in Durness. Both the
local stakeholders and Highland Council have a hand in causing this and in improving the
situation. A co-ordinated approach involving all stakeholders will be essential for Durness to
be able to take advantage of economic growth opportunities.
14. Increasing the number of all-weather tourist attractions is essential for Durness to increase
it’s tourist economy by creating more places for tourists to spend their money, reason to
extend their stay in the village and help the village become a longer stay destination and not
just an NC500 passing through location.
15. What is the local tourism product? What are the targeted desired tourism market customers
that Durness wants? How many?
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