
TOURISM OPPORTUNITIES IN THE NORTHERN HIGHLANDS

A joint event between North Highland Initiative, Federation of Small Businesses & University of the
Highlands and Islands.

Background:
The NC500 has been an immense success, throwing up many new business opportunities, and we are 
extremely fortunate to have it as a key asset for the North.  However, it has made roads busier and changed 
the pattern of tourism, not least the average length of stays in some areas, eg from three nights to one. 
These changes have not been universally welcomed. 
In effect, the NC500 is like a shop window: people travel round the region, loving the views and things they 
see, but with no time to stop and enjoy them. The trick is to persuade them to return in future for single-
centre, leisurely breaks.   This event was therefore aimed at learning from others experiences, and 
developing more co-operation between businesses in the area.

This report:
We'll have comments from all the speakers along with a set of key messages. The  presentations are 
attached, but not all speakers opted for this. Due to GDPR regulations, we are not able to hand out email 
details, but if anybody would like to contact a specific speaker, we'll be happy to facilitate this. Note – notes 
are in the order of the day, as are the attached presentations. Hyperlinks are provided throughout.

The event itself:
Given the time of year, it was rewarding to see that the event was fully subscribed, with over 100 attendees.
Publicity was via direct email, social media, and press – this also used DMO's as a vehicle to circulate details 
to memberships – evidently, this worked well, and the delegate list was heavily weighted in favour of the 
industry itself, rather than agency staff (although they were of course very welcome!)

Introduction and welcome from David Richardson (FSB)
Key message from the FSB   was the NC500 presents a golden opportunity to encourage people on time-
bound road trips to return for more leisurely “Slow Tourism” breaks in future. We must thus ensure that the
quality of businesses and services match the quality of our scenery and natural and cultural heritage; that 
visitors are given the warmest possible welcome – it’s people that make a holiday special; that we never 
take tourism for granted – and that we work together for the good of all.
 
Stand-out sentence? It’s all about TEAM – Together Everyone Achieves More! 

https://www.fsb.org.uk/standing-up-for-you/national-offices/scotland


The changing pattern of tourism: What are visitors looking for – what will they look for in future; are we 
delivering? Chris Taylor from Visit Scotland & Professor Donne Heddle (UHI Institute for Northern Studies)
Some statistics from Visit Scotland......

 Visit Scotland far outperforms Visit Britain in terms of marketing reach against resources
 87% of visitors come here for scenery, 55% arrive looking for history and culture
 Tourism supports 22,000 jobs
 Scotland is known and understood for being “welcoming and accessible”

Key message: Future success comes from knowing our visitors, offering them experiences to remember, and
to promote responsible travel (in terms of environment / climate etc)

Donna Heddle underlined the fact that no less than 55million people around the world claim Scots descent, 
and that this gives us a huge potential market. She described Scotland as a “temporal destination” - it has 
history, culture , and some of the oldest geology on the planet to offer the visitor – experiences  largely 
unmatched elsewhere.
Professor Heddle went on to describe what UHI can offer in terms of training for the up and coming age 
groups - 5th and 6th year pupils, for example, can tap into a wide range of expertise available, including a 
module called “Och Aye the Noo” !  Find out more at : https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/courses/certhe-north-
highlands-tourist-guiding/ 

Key message: One of UHI's principal aims is to encourage youngsters to stay, study, and develop in the 
Highlands 

“What are the threats to Visitor enjoyment and how do we overcome them?”  Craig Mills (NC500 general
manager) & Catherine Bunn (Highland campervans, Dalcross)
Craig's message was simple and to the point – the outbursts of negativity many see on social media are not 
putting folk off – NC500 now has approx 750,000 visits to its website per annum. He stressed that he will 
never shy away from questions concerning the route, and that anybody is welcome to contact him on any 
matter. (But also stressed that the sum total of the North Coast 500 operation is only 5 employees in a small
office in Inverness – they keep very busy, so have patience if a question is not responded to immediately).

https://www.northcoast500.com/
https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/courses/certhe-north-highlands-tourist-guiding/
https://www.uhi.ac.uk/en/courses/certhe-north-highlands-tourist-guiding/
https://www.visitscotland.org/


 Catherine Bunn, Craig Mills, Gary I.Campbell (UHI)

 Catherine talked about the problems we have all heard about regarding motorhomes, and described an 
initiative called “Campa” aimed at addressing the current issues such as information / guidance / safety / 
and responsibility when touring this fragile area. On the specific question of motorhomes illegally dumping 
waste, she stressed that complaints must go to SEPA for action, but that SEPA have never received even one 
complaint! 

There were several questions asked to Craig / Catherine:
Q. Do you manage the motorhome routes, or encourage them to roam anywhere?
A. Difficult to manage effectively, but NC500 maps and information DOES indicate roads that are unsuitable 
for them, yes.

Q. Is there any form of community liasion?
A. Yes, regular meetings with DMO's  and a variety of communities – events like this. David Whiteford (NHI) 
pointed out that there was now a map available showing land that may be available for communities to 
action projects that require this.

Q. Is there a leaflet available on where to dump waste?
A. Not at present, but working on this. (Catherine explained the background and difficulties of this)

Q. Signage on NC500 – are there plans to introduce this?
A. Colin Simpson (Highland Council) answered – yes, this is imminent. (Note – older signs that are no longer 
applicable, such as old  tourism routes , will be taken down at the same time. This should result in an overall
decrease of signage)

Key message: If you see a motorhome or caravan dumping their waste, or causing a problem - you must try 
and obtain photographic evidence of this happening – and then report it!

http://www.northhighlandinitiative.co.uk/land-ownership
http://www.northhighlandinitiative.co.uk/land-ownership
http://www.campa.org.uk/


 

  
Kevin Frediani, Inverewe Gardens

What makes consumer focused businesses special, and why should businesses cooperate with each 
other?
Kevin Frediani (Inverewe Gardens), Ellie Lamont (Mackays Hotel), and Kenneth Mackenzie (Highland 
Farm Cottages & Cafe, Dingwall)
Kevin started by pointing out that Inverewe Gardens (Note: as did Wester Ross and the region as a whole) 
had greater numbers of visitors in the 1990's – peaking at 148,000 in 1993, and down as low as 75,000 
during the “noughties”. His message was that you have to take charge of a business, define its purpose, and 
- GO. Through Kevin's management, Inverewe has moved from one reason to visit (the gardens) to a 
position where it works with many local businesses to offer almost continuous art exhibitions, boat trips, 
music, guide tours, events....and with more plans on the horizon.  Keeping much of this local where 
possible, Inverewe local spend is going towards 250K per annum – retaining these benefits locally. 

Ellie emphasised that investment to build a staff team, collaboration with suppliers, local producers, and 
events such as Taste North has paid off handsomely for Mackays, which provides a reliable high quality 
visitor offering. (the writer can personally vouch for this approach!) 

Kenneth felt that visitors to his Highland Farm Cottages & Cafe were seeking the Highland “experience” with
a clear emphasis on local produce and local accommodation businesses – his business works with all of 
these. They also host events, provide outside catering, and take care to instill training and local knowledge 
in their staff so that they can confidently interact with customers.

Key message: “People work best with people”

(Audience comment: Networking chips away at threats / Success is not all about cost)

https://www.highlandfarmcafe.co.uk/
https://www.mackayshotel.co.uk/
https://www.nts.org.uk/visit/places/inverewe


A productive networking lunch followed – all local produce sourced without any problems or hassle to 
speak of. This just underlines the fact that even if we are only talking sandwiches and traybakes, it can still 
be done! Support and shop local!

Ceri Ritchie, Patrick Hughes, Gordon Quinn, and Gary I.Campbell (UHI)

Moving neatly on from lunch – we looked at Food and Drink / Eating out – sourcing local produce and 
creating distinctive local cuisine, with Ceri Ritchie of Scotland's food and drink, then Patrick Hughes from 
Seafood Scotland, and finally Gordon Quinn, from Badachro Distillery.

For the presentations from Ceri & Patrick, see accompanying PDF.
Gordon, however, treated us to the fascinating and sometimes amusing  background of how the Badachro  
Distillery started.....coming from a background of working for large corporations, the move to Badachro  
was a “de – stress” move. “We'll run a small B&B”. However, they did such a good job that they eventually 
offered B&B – self catering – evening meals – then started a distillery – then distillery tours! While the 
B&B / meals went very well, the distillery has gone from strength to strength – there have been recent 
options on several markets abroad, and although Gordon clarified that they do not “do supermarkets” 
(aiming more at the artisan end of the industry), the distillery has now reached a point where they once 
more had to discuss the notion of de – stressing. The end effect is that they have actually turned down 
some of these new opportunities, and are not considering moving into the bigger production league.

So, key message from Gordon was listen to guests – aim to meet demand and react to opportunities – but 
keep life values in mind. 

https://badachrodistillery.com/
https://badachrodistillery.com/


From Ceri and Patrick, the message here is breathtakingly simple, and best summed up by the 
accompanying slides in their presentation. That is: Scotland – and specifically, the Highlands – has some of 
the best and the freshest seafood available anywhere in the world. Our market is both local and worldwide 
and there are many ways in which our industry can benefit from the wide range of assistance and support 
that is available from these two organisations.

Patrick Hughes, Seafood Scotland

Now – Activities, with Tom Tindale (Shieldaig Adventures) and Tim Hamlett (Hamlett Mountaineering, 
Achiltibuie). Tom & Tim have similar markets and (reasonably enough) similar customers and indeed appear
to share an outlook on life that's cut from the same mould. It was interesting to note that from a start up 
point of view, Shieldaig  Outdoor Adventures was crowd funded, so if  considering a business start – up, 
perhaps this is a method that appeals to you? Ask Tom for advice.  Hamlett Mountaineering also have some 
superb images on their website – have a look!

Lessons here were that use of social media can be a very cost effective way of promoting yourself, and once 
again – work with others! Tom works with a local cafe & bike hire to the benefit of all.
Threats to the activities sector were seen as (for example) closure of toilets and downgrading of 
infrastructure, and there was a warning that continual growth is not sustainable.

Finally – once more, and very much like Badachro Distillery, these were examples of businesses that do not 
necessarily want to be “big business”  - small businesses work best with the human touch and through 
people interaction.

Key message (from both) – The region and the industry must champion “responsible tourism” - looking 
after the environment and natural heritage that creates much of the industry in the first place.

https://www.hamletmountaineering.com/
http://shieldaigadventures.com/


And now a common element to the industry across most sectors – Accommodation. Speakers here were 
Tanja Lister (Kylesku Hotel & FSB Highlands and Islands Leader), and Catriona Whitfield, of Culgower 
House B&B, Helmsdale.
Once more, at Kylesku Hotel, Tanja is an example of somebody that has moved to the area for work, and 
consciously tried to de - stress.  However, she underlined the fact that this does not always mean sitting 
back and relaxing – it's more about controlling the business to acheive what you require it to do (as per 
Kevin Frediani's presentation earlier).Get the basics right – make the guest feel cared for, and offer an 
experience they will remember. Kylesku goes the extra mile here – taking an interest in guests, introducing 
them to suppliers such as local fisherman, assisting with planning a days walk and so on. 
This was backed by Catriona (another follower of the de-stress!), who additionally commented that 
Culgower House has always made a point of working with other B&B's and accommodation providers in the 
area to ensure that no visitor is left looking for rooms in the dead of night.

Key messages: Get the basics right – interact with guests, work with others

The final set of presentations were to do with a theme that has been running through the entire industry 
for several years now  - Staff shortages, young people, and careers in tourism – how do we improve 
matters? This is a subject that UHI are very focused on (see remarks / key message earlier from Professor 
Heddle). For an insight into this problem, we heard Alana MacPherson (UHI Curriculum Development & 
Employer Engagement), and Zsolt Jakri, of Penta Hotels.

As far as Alana's talk is concerned – we'll refer you to slides on the attachment , as they contain a wealth of 
information on what UHI can do for YOUR business + all contact details. Note also, the UHI Job Shop 
system,  as it allows businesses to advertise their vacancies to their students and graduates (and actually 
wider, as part of the Target Jobs system) for free - quick and easily. The link to register is here: 
https://targetconnect.uhi.ac.uk/unauthorisedEmployer/register.html?execution=e1s1

From Penta Hotels, Zsolt echoed the comments from the morning about Information Technology being all 
very good, BUT that begins to lose the human touch and interaction with others. His firm belief was that 
joined up thinking was required to address the current staff shortage issues, and far more needs to be done 
before people start regarding tourism as a career.

Key messages: Industry needs to “get real” - You can be a chef or a waiter – or pursue any number of other 
positions or skills. It can be a job for life, and we need to be getting the message across.

One interesting question was posed:
“Could NHI  / UHI (or presumably any other organisation)  collaborate on “How to “ videos aimed at 
addressing some of the issues discussed on the day – ie how to wildcamp with due respect to the 
environment – how to treat single track roads etc. (This may be discussed further)

https://www.pentahotels.com/homepage
https://targetconnect.uhi.ac.uk/unauthorisedEmployer/register.html?execution=e1s1
https://www.culgowerhouse.com/
https://www.kyleskuhotel.co.uk/


Closing remarks: David Whiteford, OBE – Chairman, North Highland Initiative.

David's thoughts were that the day had clearly focused on certain items, namely that:

 Working together was crucial to the ongoing development and success of the area

 Teamwork and collaboration will be a vital component of this

 We must promote the idea of “Responsible travel”

 Create great memories and experiences for the visitor

 NC500 Ltd (IE the actual marketing company) must monetise to survive

 We need to promote and develop a local / circular economy that retains the economic benefits 
within this area

http://www.northhighlandinitiative.co.uk/


Presentations were from:

David Richardson, Federation of Small Businesses

Chris Taylor, Visit Scotland 

Professor Donna Heddle, Director of UHI Institute for Northern Studies

Craig Mills, General Manager, North Coast 500 Ltd.

Catherine Bunn, Highland Campervans & CAMPA, Dalcross

Kevin Frediani, NTS Inverewe Gardens & Corrieshalloch Gorge

Ellie lamont, Mackay's Hotel, Wick

Kenneth Mckenzie, Highland Farm Cottages & Cafe, Dingwall

Ceri Ritchie, Sector manager, Food and Drink, SAC Consulting Seafood Scotland

Patrick Hughes, Head of Seafood Scotland

Gordon Quinn, Badachro Distillery

Tom Tindale, Shieldaig Adventures

Tim Hamlett, Hamlett Mountaineering, Achiltibuie

Tanja Lister, Kylesku Hotel and FSB Highlands and Islands

Catriona Whitfield, Culgower House B&B, Helmsdale

Alana MacPherson, UHI Curriculum Development & Employer Engagement

Zsolt Jakri, Penta Hotels

https://www.fsb.org.uk/standing-up-for-you/national-offices/scotland
http://www.northhighlandinitiative.co.uk/
https://www.inverness.uhi.ac.uk/

