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1.1 Executive Summary  

 
1.1.1 This report provides Members with an update on the progress in implementing the 

Highland Investment Plan (HIP) that was agreed at the Council meetings in May and 
June 2024.   The £2.1 billion plan commits Highland Council to a secure and ongoing 
investment in roads and transport infrastructure and a comprehensive approach to 
developing a new generation of community facilities (Points of Delivery, or PODs), the 
key driver for which was the poor condition and/or suitability ratings for 92 of our 197 
operational schools. 
 

1.1.2 Section 5.2 outlines the detailed master planning approach that has been developed 
to support community engagement and to ensure that the plan maximises the 
potential of the available investment to transform communities. 
 

1.1.3 Section 5.3 updates on the most recent design work that has been done on the 
Community PODs by our internal design team, which will be used to illustrate the 
opportunities for investment in communities through the HIP.  These are principally to 
demonstrate the opportunity to bring a greater degree of integrated partnership 
support to communities (as per the aspirations of the Highland Outcome Improvement 
Plan) and maximise external sources of investment with public and private sector 
partners. 
 

1.1.4 Section 5.4 updates Members on the status of community engagement with the 
identified pilot areas of Dingwall and Thurso, showing the mechanisms by which 
preferred options for investment will be brought forward to Council in December.  
 

1.1.5 Section 5.5 provides information on the Five Case Business Model that will be used to 
rank options that are identified for decision making.  This work is being developed in 
conjunction with HUB North and specialist consultants and will ensure that we take a 
rigorous approach to securing best value for the public purse and progress the 
transformation agenda that Audit Scotland is advising Scottish local authorities to 
progress with urgency.   
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1.1.6 Finally, Section 6 outlines the proposed next steps for the delivery of the programme 
and the key outcomes that will be reported to the Council meeting in December. 
 

1.2 Purpose/Context 
 

1.2.1 In May 2024 Highland Council approved the £2.1 billion twenty-year HIP, 
incorporating existing capital commitments, additional commitments of £50 million for 
roads and transport infrastructure agreed as part of the 2024 budget setting process, 
additional commitments to improve our school estate by establishing a new 
generation of community facilities (PODs), and long-term investment plan for roads 
and transport infrastructure.   
 

1.2.2 A subsequent report to the Council meeting in June outlined the processes that will be 
followed to support the delivery of new Community PODs across Highland, including 
local engagement with communities and partners, a place-based master planning 
approach, and a robust option appraisal process.   
 

1.2.3 It was also agreed in June that several outcomes relating to Dingwall and Thurso 
would be reported to the Council meeting in December.  These include the site 
location for a Community POD in Dingwall, the recommended location of a new 
building for St Clement’s School in Dingwall, and a short list of options for the location 
of a Community POD in Thurso.   
 

1.2.4 Members are reminded that the establishment of PODs is closely linked to plans to 
modernise Council service delivery and be a key driver for the future operating model 
of the Council. 
 

2. Recommendations 
 

2.1 Members are asked to note the progress in developing the place-based master 
planning approach and the option appraisal process for delivering new Community 
PODs across Highland, and the further updates that will be reported to the Council 
meeting in December. 
 

3. Implications 
 

3.1 Resource 
 

3.1.1 Members will recall from the May 2024 Council report that established the HIP, that 
the funding of the HIP would be part of the annual budget setting process.  This was 
based on the need to align capital investment decisions with the revenue budget 
process, and utilising the strategies adopted in May 2024 to link revenue budget 
growth and revenue budget setting decisions, to the funding of the HIP.  The formal 
setting of the revenue budget in February/March 2025 will be where implications of 
the HIP are reflected, and decisions made for funding to support the HIP. 
 

  



3.2 Legal 
 

3.2.1 Delivery of the Highland Investment Plan will significantly assist the discharge of various 
statutory powers and duties of the Council, including those related to Roads, Education 
and Health and Safety.   
 

3.3 Risk 
 

3.3.1 As was set out in the May 2024 HIP report, the funding of the HIP was directly linked 
to annual revenue budget decisions, and growth in the revenue budget and 
earmarking of funding being the mechanism to support the HIP.  By implication there 
are risks relating to the extent to which the Council’s financial outlook and budget 
plans can support the HIP, for example if the Council was faced with a more 
challenging financial position than expected.  The HIP sought to mitigate such risks by 
making clear as an approach that the overall level of costs of borrowing would not 
exceed 10% of the Council’s revenue budget, as a mechanism to ensure plans were 
affordable, prudent, and sustainable.  The separate Medium Term Financial Plan 
report on this Council agenda, provides further context to the financial outlook and 
budget planning process for 2025/26. 
 

3.4 Health and Safety (risks arising from changes to plant, equipment, process, or 
people) 
 

3.4.1 The adopted approach to health and safety was included in the December report to 
Council.  This set out a hierarchical approach to where we would prioritise capital 
resources, specifically: “where the health and safety of staff and other service users, 
stakeholders, or visitors are at actual or potential risk.” (section 9.5).   
 

3.5 
 

Gaelic 
 

3.5.1 
 

The HIP will have a positive impact in relation to maximising the objectives of the 
Gaelic Language Plan.  Several schools that currently deliver Gaelic Medium 
Education will be in scope for investment, with others potentially having the capacity 
to expand their provision.  The implementation of this approach will be modelled as 
part of the ongoing process. 
 

4. Impacts 

4.1.1 In Highland, all policies, strategies, or service changes are subject to an 
integrated screening for impact for Equalities, Poverty and Human Rights, 
Children’s Rights and Wellbeing, Climate Change, Islands and Mainland Rural 
Communities, and Data Protection.  Where identified as required, a full impact 
assessment will be undertaken.   
 

4.1.2 Considering impacts is a core part of the decision-making process and needs to 
inform the decision-making process.  When taking any decision, Members must 
give due regard to the findings of any assessment. 
 

4.1.3 This is an update report and therefore an impact assessment is not required.  A 
screening for impact has previously been undertaken on the principles and approach 
outlined in the Highland Investment Plan.  Considering, and assessing for impact will 
be a core component of place-based masterplans and options appraisals for 
individual locations.  Engagement with local communities as part of the place-based 
reviews will help inform the impact assessments undertaken. 



5. Highland Investment Plan Update 
 

5.1 Background 
 

5.1.1 This Section sets out the current position following the approval of the reports to 
Council in May and June 2024 and the actions and priorities that were agreed. 
 

5.1.2 Members are reminded that the categories of projects and prioritised locations were 
agreed in the in the May and June reports and are as follows. 
  
1. Major projects included in the 5-year capital programme approved in 

September 2023: Tain Campus, Broadford Primary, Nairn Academy, and a new 
primary school at Tornagrain. 
 

2. Phase 1 HIP projects to be taken to tender stage at Beauly Primary, Charleston 
Academy, Dunvegan Primary, Fortrose Academy and Inverness High. 

 
3. Phase 1 HIP locations agreed as priorities for delivery within Years 1 to 10 with 

local master plans and options appraisals to be developed for Alness, Brora, 
Dingwall, Dornoch, Golspie, Invergordon and Thurso. 

 
4. Phase 2 HIP locations (Year 11 onwards) which, although currently viewed as 

longer-term priorities, will require initial work on some locations in the short 
term to develop master plans as outlined in the May and June reports. 

 
5.1.3 The planned capital investment through the HIP will result in significant improvements 

to the school estate as part of the wider vision.  However, as was stated in the 
previous reports, we cannot afford to rebuild all these establishments on a like-for-like 
basis.  New or repurposed assets must support the delivery of services for the 
“Council of the Future” as well as accommodating other public bodies and community 
facilities in a flexible and collaborative manner, achieving best value for the public 
purse in the process. 
 

5.1.4 Assessment for impacts will be a core component of local place-based plans.  If any 
of the preferred options would result in schools being relocated, then a statutory 
consultation would be required. 
 

5.1.5 As was outlined in the May report, a degree of flexibility will be required to ensure that 
local needs are considered, and solutions may not be limited to just one building or 
location.  Distinct types of Community Points of Delivery (PODs) may be required in 
varied sizes or types of settlements or geographical areas.   
 

5.1.6 Some of the distinct types of Community “POD” that may be considered are as listed 
below, and the subsequent sections in this report and images in Appendix 1 shows 
how some of these POD constructs are being developed as part of the design 
process. 
 
• Urban District: e.g.  parts of Inverness and Greater Fort William. 
• Towns: e.g.  Dingwall and Thurso. 
• Rural Settlements: e.g.  Dunvegan and Ullapool. 
• Rural Areas/Networks: e.g.  South-East Sutherland and Seaboard Villages. 
• Regional Facilities: These are facilities that may serve a wider area than any 

of the Community POD categories listed above, e.g.  Leisure provision. 



• Work PODs: Mainly comprising Council depots, potentially shared office 
accommodation and facilities for emergency services etc; will be considered as 
a parallel workstream. 

• Community Led PODs: Delivery points overseen by social enterprises and/or 
the third sector. 
 

5.1.7 A key component of establishing the type of POD for a particular location is the 
evaluation of possible partnership opportunities.  To that end discussions are taking 
place with a range of potential procurement partners, external funding agencies such 
as SportScotland, and co-location partners such as NHS Highland and other public 
bodies, High Life Highland, and community organisations in each location. 
 

5.2 Master Planning and Options Appraisal Approach 

5.2.1 Previously, Members have been shown graphic representations of the public estate in 
Dingwall and Thurso, to exemplify the complex and cluttered arrangement of buildings 
in these places.  As part of our asset reconfiguration work, we hope to engage with 
Members in all areas about how we can reduce this footprint and free up sites and 
buildings for a new purpose in keeping with our revised priorities, such as housing. 
 

5.2.2 In Appendix 1 we represent the graphics for purpose of illustrating the challenge.  
Members are reminded that with considerable investment potential in our 
communities, we have an obligation to maximise the power of that spend and the 
future benefits of investment for various community groups. 
 

5.2.3 The benefits include the opportunities to place complementary services together as 
part of a new community, place-based model, with wider partners, such as the 
inclusion of health and third sector organisations in a structured way to allow greater 
integration of service provision. 
 

5.2.4 Members will recall in previous reports that there was agreement that full engagement 
with communities and partners would take place, focusing on the opportunities that 
were available to them.  It was envisaged that this would review all services operating 
locally and on how these might be upgraded through investment. 
 

5.3 Community POD Design Update 

5.3.1 Since the report to the Council meeting in June, considerable progress has been 
made on developing the form of different POD arrangements and the associated 
concept designs and layouts.  This work is being led by our internal design team and 
images are included at Appendix 1 for Members to consider. 
 

5.3.2 Members can also view a 3-D animated ‘walk through’ of some typical styles of 
Community POD designs that are being developed by clicking the link here.  The 
refinement of the POD concepts will act as a catalyst for the future delivery of modern 
Council services, meeting emerging community needs and the requirement for future 
partner and community integration.  The image below demonstrates the work to date: 
 

https://youtu.be/sUaf9sbQjto


 
 

5.3.3 All future place-based projects must support further integration and enable the 
evolution of lifelong services for people in the Highland area.  This type of investment 
will be a key economic driver, maximise community benefit and support activity to 
sustain Highland communities. 
 

5.3.4 Importantly, by demonstrating the benefits of bringing services together we will be 
able to improve the experience of members of the public that access any of these 
services.  Also, there would be clear benefits for services co-located in a POD facility, 
bringing them into close proximity with other professionals, resources and facilities 
that otherwise would be of lower quality, or much more remote from them. 
 

5.4 Dingwall and Thurso Workstreams 

5.4.1 The priorities and timescales for the next stage of the Phase 1 Community POD 
locations at Dingwall and Thurso were agreed at the Council meeting in June with the 
outcomes to be reported to the meeting in December. 
 

5.4.2 The June report also set out the overall Options Appraisal process and summarised 
the key elements of each stage and the outcomes to be achieved as the table below. 
 

Stage Outcome 
Stage 1 - Definition Long List of Options 
Stage 2 - Filtering Short List of Options 
Stage 3 - Development Identify Preferred Option 
Stage 4 - Validation Confirm Preferred Option 

 

 
5.4.3 

 
The work that is being undertaken on Stage 3 for Dingwall will establish a detailed 
structure to take the other prioritised locations through this stage, with Thurso the next 
prioritised Phase 1 location. 
 



5.4.4 The following list summarises the Stage 3 activities that have been identified through 
the development of this process for Dingwall. 
 
1. Regular meetings with Ward Members to update on progress and discuss 

certain matters before wider engagement. 
2. Establishment of Council officer sub-groups to coordinate activities, focus on 

the work required and deadlines to be met, and produce information that can 
be shared with stakeholders or at planned public events. 

3. Meetings with specific community groups and users that may be directly 
affected by some of the options under consideration to explain the overall 
approach and discuss opportunities that may arise from the wider master plan.   

4. Consideration of the criteria required to assess the educational benefits of the 
options for future school provision and engagement with Head Teachers, 
Parent Councils, and other stakeholders, as necessary. 

5. Working with colleagues from High Life Highland to develop the local plans for 
community, sports, and leisure facilities for the respective Associated School 
Groups.   

6. Engagement with potential co-location partners.  The Highland Property 
Partnership is being re-established with other public sector partners in highland 
and regular meetings will commence in November. 

7. Coordination with other activities that may be underway such as Area Place 
Plans, Local Place Plans, and the Highland Local Development Plan. 

8. Consideration of the outcomes from recent exercises such as the community 
feedback received through the Place Standard consultation, the relevant Local 
Development Plan and the corresponding forecasts of where new housing is 
likely to be built.  The feedback from Dingwall is shown here as an example: 

 



9. Initial consideration of potential future options for Council buildings or sites that 
could become surplus to operational requirements. 

10. Coordination with the other workstreams that are underway (e.g.  the 
rationalisation of office buildings, improved Council depot facilities, and housing 
development opportunities) to produce a cohesive overall master plan that will 
ensure that all co-location and other opportunities are fully explored, and that 
the eventual benefits and positive outcomes are maximised. 

 
5.4.5 Engagement on the master planning approach is a core part of the process.  A public 

engagement session will be held in Dingwall in November, and it is proposed that 
there will also be further sessions held via Microsoft Teams.  These sessions will be 
scheduled to maximise opportunities for the public to participate and provide 
feedback, and the information will also be available to view on the Council’s website. 
 

5.4.6 The initial list of options for a Community POD in Thurso is being considered by Ward 
Members.  Wider engagement with other stakeholders will commence later this month 
before confirming the short list of options that will be reported to Council in December 
prior to commencing the next stage of the process. 
 

5.5 The Five Case Business Model 

5.5.1 The need to secure the best possible value from spending public money is a clear 
obligation for local authorities.  A framework for developing business cases is 
therefore being prepared to support the options appraisal process.   
 

5.5.2 This framework will follow the HM Treasury “Building Better Cases” and “Green Book” 
guidance on options appraisal and evaluation.  It supports proper consideration of the 
costs, benefits, and trade-offs of alternative options for delivering policy objectives 
and will be based on identifying clear objectives and critical success factors. 
 

5.5.3 The structure of the proposed Five Case Business Model is outlined in Appendix 2.  
The options to be considered will range from “Business as Usual” and “Do Minimum” 
with various intermediate options through to “Do Maximum”.  This will deliver the most 
effective and efficient spending decisions and implementation plans. 
 

  



5.5.4 The business case will develop iteratively over time and usually in three distinct 
stages, with more detail being provided at each stage:- 
 
• Stage 1: Strategic Outline Case (the scoping stage). 

 
• Stage 2: Outline Business Case (the detailed planning phase). 
 
• Stage 3: Full Business Case (the detailed final phase). 

 
6. Next Steps 

6.1.1 As Members will observe from this report, there is considerable activity taking place to 
ensure that the Highland Investment Plan is delivered to meet the timelines previously 
agreed by Members. 
 

6.1.2 A report will be brought to the Council in December, which will provide updates on the 
following elements:- 
 
1. An updated projection of the value of the Highland Investment Plan, this will 

include details on Council policy to ring fence Council Tax that will enable the 
delivery of the investment programme.  
 

2. A Stage 3 outcome from the master planning process and stakeholder and 
community engagement currently taking place for Dingwall comprising:-  

 
a) A preferred option for the location of the Community POD, and any  
  consequential commitments that flow from this for Member decision 
  making. 
b) An initial assessment of the requirements for office and depot  
  accommodation. 
c) A framework for maximising the opportunities for co-location of other 
  Council services, partners, and community facilities. 
d) A description of partnership opportunities that may be built into the  
  design process for the Community POD for Dingwall. 
 

3. A Stage 2 master planning outcome for Thurso comprising:- 
 
a) A short list of options for the location of a Community POD. 
b) A proposed timeline for Stage 3 of the process. 
c) An outline of potential partnership opportunities that may be built into the 
  design process for the Community POD for Thurso. 
 

4. An update on progress, timescales and expected sequence of projects for all 
Phase 1 HIP locations. 
 

5. An update on procurement routes based on various market engagement 
processes which are ongoing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



6. A Learning Estate Strategy which is being developed for Member approval in 
December, as per previous papers, and based on existing Council policy for 
strategic prioritisation of investment. 
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Detailed master-planning approach 
developed to support community 
engagement   
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PLACE | DINGWALL 

 
 



How the various intiatives at National, Regional and Local Level work together and inform 
each other 

 

 

 



The Place Standard tool has been used across Highland to have conversations and gather feedback about what makes for a good 
place to live, work, play and visit.  Over 1000 responses have been received that tell us what people think needs to be protected, 
changed or improved, and what is needed for the future. The feedback is being used to help shape place plans and the future Local 
Development Plan as well as projects like the Highland Investment Plan. 

 



 



 



 

 



 



 
 



 

Progress on POD concepts being worked up as 
part of the design process  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Consideration of the buildings / services required at each stage of life and how these can be brought together as a POD 

 

               
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  Diagram showing tangible and intangible factors which support POD concept 

 

 



Distinct type of PODs may be required in varied sizes or types of settlements or geographical areas. 

 

 



Example of how a POD could work on greenfield site / rural location  

 



    Concept 3D of how POD could work on greenfield site / rural location  

 

       

 



       Preparation of draft storyboards for wider engagement  

                   

             



How future points of delivery could look 
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