A proposed new link between Avoch and Munlochy  
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The road from Avoch to Munlochy is one of the most well-used in the area. As well as local trips, both drivers and cyclists use it to commute to Inverness, with others coming into the area to visit tourist sites, shops and guest houses. Transition Black Isle (TBI) has been working to improve safety on the road - and to make it accessible for people travelling on foot, by bike or travelling in a wheelchair, mobility scooter or with a pram. 

In 2014, TBI sought an alternative solution - a dedicated cycle path that could be used by commuting and leisure cyclists, walkers as well as parents with prams and young children, or the infirm riding mobility scooters.  TBI approached Sustrans - the national charity whose mission is to make it easier for people to walk and cycle - which administers a Scottish Government fund through Transport Scotland called Places for Everyone.   Places for Everyone aims to create safe, attractive, healthier places by increasing the number of trips made by walking, cycling and wheeling for everyday journeys.  This fund was ideal for encouraging commuters out of their cars and on to bikes for the journey from the east of the Black Isle to Inverness.  Sustrans approved TBI’s funding request, and AECOM were appointed as consultants.  AECOM identified two potential routes which they costed fully, and compiled a comprehensive report in September 2014.  The summary of the Report stressed the benefits that the path would bring, but included the sober assessment “A number of barriers to implementation have been identified, specifically relating to land ownership, and the route is therefore unlikely to be feasible for delivery in the short term.  Through continued engagement with the local community, Transition Black Isle and Highland Council may be able to identify changing circumstances which would support the implementation of the route in future.”   So the matter rested for four years.

In 2019 TBI looked again at the proposal in light of increases in both cycle and driving tourism in the Highlands and just before cycling and outdoor leisure became more popular as a result of restrictions required to combat Covid-19.  Highland Council was also seeking ways for climate change targets to be translated into activities that would reduce carbon emissions.  TBI approached Sustrans, who agreed to fully fund the early stages of a further study with a wider brief, and Pell Frischmann (PF) were appointed as TBI’s consultants.  PF has now completed an Options Appraisal Study that examined all conceivable routes between Avoch and the Munlochy War Memorial, beyond which the back road to North Kessock provides an onward route for Inverness-bound cyclists.  The section from Munlochy village to the War Memorial also provides a walking route across the valley for leisure activities on Drumderfit Hill and an off-road section for the new John o’ Groats trail, which crosses The Black Isle from Inverness.  This Study rated all the possible routes against a set of criteria, one of which was the likelihood that Highland Council would maintain the chosen route after construction.

The Options Appraisal Study showed there was only one practicable route for commuter cycling, a path that lay beside the main road from Avoch to the Munlochy War Memorial.  The landowners along the route (and their tenants) were sent the report and asked for feedback.  The Manager of the Rosehaugh Estate and Forestry and Land Scotland through whose land the route would pass were not opposed to the plan, but in Rosehaugh’s case the tenants were to become involved.  TBI is seeking to engage and reach agreement with tenants and other landowners along the route, although this has been hampered by the Covid pandemic impacting on work by TBI, The Highland Council and Sustrans.  We are keen to start discussions with anyone who is involved in ownership or management of the strip along the A832. 

Sustrans has encouraged TBI to continue with the next stages in the planning and design process while we work to contact and get agreement from local farmers. There is an imminent Public Consultation which will provide the public and adjacent property owners an opportunity to study maps and mock-ups of the route, so that they are better equipped to comment on the concept and the need for an all-purpose path.  Then there will be an engineering design stage where the earthworks required are decided and fully costed.  The Public Consultation will be presented on-line through a presentation and feedback form, with a real-time on-line Q&A session at a specified time.  The views of Highland Council are now crucial for what can be achieved in the long-term for safer cycling on this route.  With many issues around land ownership, there may, unfortunately, be need for The Highland Council to get involved in the process, but we hope to avoid that.

TBI Director Anne Thomas leads the TBI team together with Roger McMichael, Highland Councillor Gordon Adam and Julian Paren as Convenor of TBI.  Pell Frischmann are also the consultants for the Culbokie Community Trust’s project for a path through Culbokie village to the A9.  We are extremely grateful for the reassurance and expertise of many staff at the Sustrans Inverness Office. 

The Public Consultation will run from March 1 to March 29 and will be presented on the Transition Black Isle website www.transitionblackisle.org/active-link.

There will be three drop-in Question and Answer sessions.  They are scheduled for: 

Saturday 20 March 1000-1200

Tuesday 23 March 1200-1400

Thursday 25 March 1800-2000
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