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We spoke to Valerie 
Houston, Kyle of Sutherland 
Development Trust:

Background to the project.

The former Falls of Shin visitor centre was destroyed by fire in 
May 2013. This left a huge hole in the local economy and as a 
leading employer a vast number of jobs were lost overnight. 
Following this disastrous event, and after several months of 
stakeholder meetings, local charity - the Kyle of Sutherland 
Development Trust applied to the Big Lottery Fund for project 
funding to rebuild the popular attraction. The Trust then worked 
with the community, stakeholders, funders and design team 
(Catriona Hill of CH Architecture) to develop the project.  

Why Timber? 

The rural forest location was the inspiration and was integral 
to the use of timber in the design. Timber was chosen to 
create a connection between the outdoors and indoors, but it 
was also chosen for its environmental sustainability because 
it is thermally efficient. It was also about engaging with one 
of our key stakeholders – the Forestry Commission Scotland 
who own the land that surrounds the site.

What was your favourite part of the 
project process?

There were several fantastic moments in the project process 
– for example, when we took the 1:200 model out to the 
community consultations. It was great to see how people 
could really engage with the 3D model and visualise what 
the finished building would look like. Also, the first day of 
construction was pretty momentous – because so many 
members of the community came along for that. Obviously, 
the day that the keys were handed over by the contractors 
was an amazing moment.

What is your favourite aspect of the 
finished project?

We have had incredibly positive feedback from our 
neighbours and the local community. Whilst the building is 
uncompromisingly of its time we worked hard to ensure it sat 
happily in the street and I am really happy at how it how well 
it sits with its neighbours. 

Is there any advice you could pass onto 
other community groups?

Make sure that you start your consultation process with 
all the stakeholders and with the local community as early 
as possible. Engage with the community from the start so 
that they buy in to the project and get excited about it. It 
is essential to get the design team on board early on. Our 
brief was that we wanted to create a sustainable community 
facility and Catriona Hill of CH Architecture completely 
understood what we wanted – make sure that you and your 
architect have the same vision. It is also essential to think 
about the end user from the outset – what will the visitor 
journey be, will the finished building be user friendly and 
easy for a community group to run and maintain?  How 
sustainable and flexible will the building be? 

Can you say something about the 
commissioning/procurement process? 

The commissioning/procurement process went out to tender 
through Public Contract Scotland on a design and build 
contract. The valuation was done on a 70/30 split – 70% 
on pricing and 30% on quality and the tenders were scored 
on this. We ended up with the most amazing, creative team 
with CH Architecture, WSD Inverness and WGC Scotland 
Ltd who bought into the idea that this was about creating a 
sustainable building for the community to use for years to 
come – that would bring in visitors and create employment 
opportunities to the rural local area.

“There were several fantastic moments in 
the project process – for example, when we 
took the 1:200 model out to the community 
consultations. It was great to see how 
people could really engage with the 3D 
model and visualise what the finished 
building would look like” 
Valerie Houston, Contracts manager, Kyle of Sutherland Development Trust.



Project Overview
The building in a woodland setting and has been designed 
to sit comfortably in the landscape. From the outset, timber 
cladding was selected as the preferred external finish. 
Siberian Larch was specified for the board on board cladding 
and a silicate based timber treatment, that ages timber in a 
uniform manner, was added to ensure that the timber silvers 
evenly despite the large over sailing roof.

The structure of the building is a hybrid of timber frame, 
Cross Laminated Timber (CLT) and Glue Laminated Timber 
(Glulam). It was pre-fabricated and delivered to site to be 
assembled. The primary spine wall is fabricated in CLT which 
is exposed in the main public space. The roof is also made 
from CLT, supported on Glulam beams and columns, with the 
finishes left exposed. Together with the polished concrete 
floor this provides a palette of natural materials which give 
the interior a robust, durable and appropriately rural feel.
Douglas Fir has been used for the external Glulam column 
which sits at the prow of the building supporting the 
oversailing roof. The Douglas Fir which was felled from 
a nearby forest and gifted to the project by Forestry 
Commission Scotland, has also been used to form the 
external trellised walkway. This open structure is a landscape 
intervention which provides an approach to the building 
and contains the interpretation boards telling the story of 
the salmon and its importance to the local community, the 
ecosystem and the economy.

Timber that was left over from the walkway construction 
was salvaged and used to form two large picnic tables and 
benches, each accommodating over 30 people. These are 
used as overflow space for the cafe and have provided the 
ideal venue for children’s parties.
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