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What was once a scenic route designed to boost tourism and economic activity in the
Scottish Highlands is now under increasing scrutiny from residents. A decade after its
launch, the North Coast 500 (NC500) has brought rising visitor numbers, but not without
considerable strain on rural infrastructure, services, and communities.

North Coast 500 Strains Highland
Communities

—



Launched in 2015 by the North Highland Initiative, the NC500 was intended to drive
economic development in one of the UK’s most remote regions. Stretching over 500 miles
around the northern coastline of Scotland, it gained international attention as one of the
world’s most scenic road trips. However, the reality on the ground has become far more
complicated.

While hospitality businesses and some tourism providers have benefited financially, many
residents say they are bearing the brunt of unmanaged growth. Small villages are grappling
with overflowing car parks, dangerous driving on narrow rural roads, limited public toilets,
and rising costs of living. For many locals, the daily impact of mass tourism now outweighs
the supposed benefits.

In a recent interview with The Press and Journal, retired teacher Wilma MacKay from
Sutherland said, “We’re not anti-tourist, but there’s no balance anymore. We’ve become a
service stop rather than a community.”

There are also concerns about environmental degradation. In places like Assynt and Wester
Ross, residents have raised alarms over fly-tipping, human waste left in laybys, and damage
to fragile ecosystems caused by campervans venturing off-track.

Despite repeated calls for better regulation, local councils, already stretched, have
struggled to manage the influx. Highland Council recently confirmed that budgets for rural
facilities remain limited. Meanwhile, infrastructure such as passing places, public toilets, and
waste disposal services has not kept pace with tourist numbers.

The route’s commercial branding has also come under fire. Critics argue that the NC500 has
turned the Highlands into a commodified attraction rather than a lived-in landscape. “It was
marketed as Scotland’s answer to Route 66,” said community councillor James Grant of
Caithness. “But unlike America’s highways, our roads weren’t built for this kind of traffic.”

Efforts are underway to promote more sustainable tourism. VisitScotland has encouraged
off-season travel and longer stays to ease pressure. But with little in the way of concrete
policy, many Highlanders remain sceptical about whether anything will change.

What started as a promising project to support the region risks turning into a cautionary tale
about over-tourism and centralised planning that fails to consider rural realities.


