
    

 

ACHIEVEMENTS AND PERFORMANCE 

 
Chairman's Report October 2022 
 
An eventful year has come and gone since my last Chairman's report, an interim assessment during 
Covid lockdown when all activities were put on hold and in common with all charities our AGM had 
to be postponed. The proposed date for this year is Wednesday 2nd of November which will be 
conducted at Cullen Sea School. This is a summary of Cullen Sea School's progress as we slowly 
emerge from Covid restrictions. It will best be read as a continuation of the interim report 
referred to above and will follow the same order. As you all know the past year was characterised by 
the stop/start fluctuations of Covid which presented the same severe challenges already outlined. As 
with all charities our activities have been further impacted by Brexit supply chain difficulties with 
increasing prices, and we are now facing the challenges presented by the rapidly evolving national 
financial storms with cost of living increases md currently unpredictable ravages of increasing 
inflation 
 
Additional staff 
 
CSS is very fortunate to have welcomed aboard David McCubbin as Development Officer and 
Marketing Co-ordinator joining Angela, (sailing instructor) and Mel (CSS co-ordinator). We have a 
very strong team to address the ever changing challenges of the future. 
 
The Harbour Building 
 
Following a soft opening in summer 2021 for both the public toilets and kiosk, 2022 has seen the full 
opening of the public toilets. The toilets have been open daily from Saturday 2nd April with Cullen 
Sea School staff opening, closing and cleaning the facility. At present entrance is by donation via 
cash, text or by scanning a QR code to donate. Donations vary by day and time of year and the 
monies received are used to pay for the running costs of the building which includes cleaning 
materials, toilet rolls, electricity and broadband for the CCTV camera. Monies received are not 
sufficient to meet existing costs. The Board of Trustees are reviewing options for installing a 
payment system/gate to increase the level of income from the toilets to better cover the running 
costs of the building. 
 
To comply with our lease with Moray Council requiring 24/7 access to the seasonal toilets, even 
when they are closed to the public, a wicket door has been installed with a key lock outside. This 



allows authorised harbour users (those with paid berths), Moray Council staff and the emergency 
services access to the toilets outside of normal public opening hours. 
 
Feedback about the toilets from locals and visitors has been very positive and the toilets are always 
left clean and tidy with no vandalism or anti-social behaviour to date. 
 
The kiosk, sub-leased by the Ice Cream Shop (Cullen), has been open on weekends and peak days 
serving drinks, snacks, beachwear and of course ice cream.  From July to mid-October, the Ice Cream 
shop have had responsibility for opening, closing and cleaning the toilets. 
 
The upstairs office space is used by the sea school as an office and has been hired out on occasion 
for private meetings. The room has also been used for more creative purposes. Lynda Buchan, 
Moray (East) Artist in Residence held a two day community bunting workshop in the room and as 
part of the Cullen Harbour Gala, Cullen Art Group hosted an exhibition of work they created at a 
‘watercolour challenge’ event earlier this year in the Sea School yard. 
 
 
 
Traditional Boat building 
 
This remains a unique strength of Cullen Sea School. 
 
2022 has been an exciting year for boat building at the sea school.  Our 2 retired shipwrights along 
with loyal volunteers have completed a St Ayles Skiff commission by the Dunbar Family in memory of 
Bill Dunbar, our cherished friend and boat builder who passed away in 2021.  
 
Early in 2022, the sea school was commissioned by Mrs Patricia Seligman, MBE, DL, His Majesty's 
Vice Lord-Lieutenant of Banffshire, to build a St Ayles Skiff in memory of the Duke of Edinburgh. In 
conjunction with Mrs Seligman, a highly successful fundraising coffee morning was held at the 
Seafield Arms Hotel in Cullen, courtesy of Charles Milne, on Saturday March 5th. The event raised 
significant funds towards the purchase and build of the St Ayles Skiff. The skiff will be completed in 
mid-October with its formal launch and naming ceremony taking place on Saturday 22nd October. 
 
In September, Malcolm Hope has begun work on the build of Mirror Dinghy kit.  Once complete, this 
will mean the sea school has a fleet of 4 Mirror dinghies. 
 
In April 2022, DYW Moray (Developing the Young Workforce) met with us to discuss boat building 
apprenticeships and to encourage us to apply into the MERI Strand 2 (Moray employer Recruitment 
Incentive).  Two applications were submitted worth £10,000 each and both applications were 
approved. The funding is to be used to employ two trainee boat builders for one year. The first 
trainee started with us in August and the second in September. They have both settled in very well 
and are busy learning lots of new skills and putting them into practice.  
 
The importance of this grant funding cannot be underestimated as it is allowing us to build a legacy 
and pass on the traditional boat building and repair skills to a new generation. It has provided paid 
employment for two youngsters and is giving them a whole host of new skills and experiences for 
their CV’s and future careers. 
 
In July, ‘Swift’, a surplus to requirements St Ayles Skiff, was sold to Gordonstoun School and a 
further St Ayles Skiff ‘Canty’ and Wemyss skiff, yet unnamed, are for sale. The sale of these boats will 
provide valuable income to fund the sea school into 2023. 



 
We have been working closely with Cullen Primary School and relished the opportunity to support 
them with their request for an old boat for use on their newly refurbished infant’s playground. The 
mirror dinghy was donated to the school and in September the boat builders were invited to the 
school for morning tea and to see the pupils at playtime making good use of the boat. 
 
Coastal Rowing 
 
Thanks to the efforts of Rosie and Annie, coastal rowing has continued to grow in 2023 with many 
new members signing up to get out on the water. Current rowing membership stands at 42. 
 
In order to ensure the maximum levels of safety, this Autumn will see a man-overboard training 
session undertaken in Cullen harbour in conjunction with RNLI Buckie, VHF Radio training and Cox 
training. 
 
In June, as part of our membership of Wild Scotland, a photo shoot took place one evening with two 
skiffs out on the water. The images from are being used by Wild Scotland in a national UK marketing 
campaign and are available for use by the sea school in our marketing. Images were also captured of 
our paddlesports sessions. 
  
Paddle sports and dinghy sailing 
Building on our successes of 2021, we have introduced several new takes on our standard 
paddlesports sessions to attract more customers and generate income. New for 2022 were ladies 
(only) sessions, summer evening sessions and the return of beginners and intermediate paddlesports 
sessions. 
 
Three new seasonal beach assistants were employed to support our watersports instructor and 
coordinator. 
 
Sailing 
 
A renewed focus was placed on sailing over the last winter to try to raise awareness of what we offer 
and to increase participant numbers. Thanks to Angela’s hard work, sailing sessions re-started after 
the winter break in February and were scheduled for almost every operational day in the main 2022 
season. A mixture of 1:1 and group sessions have been held and some special offers on bulk buying 
sailing sessions have proved popular.  
 
With the addition of a fourth dingy in 2023, we will be able to further grow and develop our sailing 
efforts. 
 
Membership 
 
Membership is valid for a calendar year from the date of purchase. At the time of writing, 
membership numbers have grown against 2021 numbers with a high level of renewal. Membership 
fees were held at existing levels for 2022 post-pandemic. Membership currently stands at 69 adults 
members, 13 junior members, 66 family members and 2 commercial members. 
 
Options are being looked at for 2023 to maximise opportunities to grow membership numbers. 
 
 
 



Marketing and Website 
 
A new Cullen Sea School A4 folded into 3 DL leaflet was designed to match the new Sea School 
branding. The full colour leaflet had a print run of 12,500 and has been distributed across Moray, 
Aberdeenshire, and Highland areas via leaflet distribution racks. 
 
The new website and online shop continue to perform well and are the true shop face of the Sea 
School. Very few enquiries or bookings are received by phone with the website and email providing 
the customer with what they need. 
 
In June 2022, we transferred to a new online booking system by global brand ‘FareHarbor’. The 
system is far superior to the previous, it makes the booking process for customers easier and 
incorporates consent forms and wetsuit hire. Behind the scenes, the system is much easier to use 
with far greater capabilities to better sell and promote the Sea School. 
 
The Sea School has featured in many news items in the Northern Scot series or papers and Press & 
Journal and of course in online news stories and social media. 
 
The return of events that we can attend with a sales table has been almost non-existent. In April two 
of the team attended such an event at the Spey Bay Dolphin Centre and will be holding a sales table 
at the Cullen Christmas Craft Fayre in November. 
 
Harbour Gala 
Sunday July 31st saw the long-awaited return of the harbour gala following a 3 year break due to 
Covid-19. A great amount of work and effort went into bringing this event back with a bang. We 
were blessed with blue skies, sunshine, and temperatures in the mid 20’s all day and an estimated 
attendance of 2,500 people. WE are again grateful for generous kipper donations. 
 
A busy gala programme combined with perfect weather meant that visitors dwell time at the event 
was long. The pier was packed full of stands from local businesses, community groups and charities. 
The BBQ had a long queue from the moment the smells of burgers and kippers rose into the air. 
There was live music on the pier from a Cullen Primary School pupil playing the violin and a local 
singer performing traditional songs and sea shanties. At the sea school a live band played all 
afternoon in the yard with it being standing room only.  
 
On the water there were free 15-minute paddlesports taster sessions, skiff racing and taster sessions 
and a visit from the RNLI Buckie Lifeboat and Wild Dookers. 
 
Back on dry land, we welcomed the Fire Engine and crew from Cullen Fire Station and upstairs in the 
harbour building an exhibition by Cullen Art Group. In the Sea School there was a delightful tea and 
coffee and home bakes stall and display by the boat builders of the latest skiff under construction. 
 
This event simply could not have succeeded without the invaluable help and enthusiasm of our 
members and volunteers. 
 
Visitor numbers 
 
As in 2021, visitor numbers have grown in 2022. This reflects the hard work that has gone in to 
better promote the Sea School and create linkages and partnerships with schools and other 
organisations including a Yoga company to bring new and return business to our activities. As well as 



watersports and boat building, our regular beach cleans (22 over the past year) have attracted good 
numbers as did the introduction last winter of monthly themed online talks. 
 
To date in 2022, the Sea School has welcomed 2600 participants with that figure set to pass 3000 by 
the end of the year. 
 
Finances 
 
The monthly financial position of the sea school is reported back at the monthly Trustees meetings. 
These statements are used to monitor performance and cash-flow to allow the Trustees and Staff to 
take appropriate actions to work towards the sea school becoming financially sustainable and ease 
the pressure on the reliance of securing external grant funding. 
 
These monthly statements are passed to Ritsons, our accountant, for audit and collation for OSCR 
submission. 
 
In 2022 we have been able to secure the following grant funds: 
 

1. £4,000 from the VisitScotland Days Out Incentive Fund.  
This fund was created to allow businesses to offer their tickets at up to a 50% discount with the 
objective of encouraging winter/off-peak ticket sales. Through this initiative, the sea school 
welcomed 395 customers on paddlesports and sailing sessions at the discounted rate to them, but 
100% income to the sea school. 
 

2. £10,000 from the Moray Communities Mental Health & Wellbeing Fund 
This funding introduced by the Scottish Government comes in response to the mental health need 
arising from the pandemic and also to benefit the overall Mental Health Transition and Recovery 
Plan. The fund exists to put measures in place to support individuals with Mental Health & Wellbeing 
conditions. The sea school secured £10,000 to offer free watersports sessions to referrals from the 
NHS and mental health and wellbeing related organisations. To date 69 individuals have come on 
Sea School activities. 
 

3. £20,000 from the Moray Employer Recruitment Incentive (MERI) 
The fund is a key Scottish Government initiative, aimed at supporting the most disadvantaged 
people in Scotland to progress towards, and sustain employment. Two £10,000 grants have been 
secured to employ two trainee boat builders for a year. The employment will allow the skills and 
knowledge of our boat builders to be passed onto a new generation and provide the employees with 
skills, workplace experience, and knowledge to help them in their future careers. The Sea School 
pays the monthly wage of each trainee and claims the funds back from the grant in arrears. 
 

4. £1800 from the Adams Family Foundation 
As part of a three year/instalment grant, we have received the latest £1800 grant instalment to help 
us pay the wages of the beach assistants for paddlesports. A yearly report is submitted to the 
foundation to secure the next instalment. 
 

5. £1000 from Ocean Winds/Moray West Wind Farm 
This grant was made to the sea school towards the costs of hosting the Cullen Harbour Gala. The 
grant meant that a great deal of the monies generated on the day from the BBQ, merchandise, 
coffee table and fundraising efforts could be kept as income rather than covering costs of the gala. It 
has been indicated that similar funding may be available for the gala in 2023 and 2024. 
 



In common with other charities Covid lock- down posed a severe threat to our financial stability. The 
award of Resilience Funding, a government ''bounce back'' loan and subsequent awards from the 
Adapt and Thrive Funds allowed us to meet overheads at a time when income was negligible; and 
also allowed us to make the critical appointment of our Development Officer/ Marketing Co-
ordinator. 
 
In December 2021, the Trustees agreed to extend the repayment period for the Bounceback loan to 
help futureproof the sea school’s finances in the short term. It was unclear at the start of the year 
how trading would be with the arrival of the Omicron variant and Covid-19 restrictions being 
tightened yet again. 
 
We were in the fortunate position to be able to sell on one St Ayles Skiff and a Wemyss skiff surplus 
to requirements, with two other boats currently for sale. Whilst the bottom line of the financial 
statement looks very healthy members should remember that much of our funding is ''restricted'' 
for specific purposes and subject to audit. There remains a constant need to generate ''unrestricted'' 
funds to deal with recurring overheads. Covid restrictions still apply making usual fund-raising efforts 
such as the annual gala impossible, so we have to be constantly innovative to succeed. Whilst 
applying for appropriate funding opportunities remains imperative, we need to continue to ensure 
that ''unrestricted'' funding contributes the major part of our income. 
 
As with all other charities we face strong head winds for which we have to be prepared. Several 

strategies for maintaining income and rationalising expenditure are being pursued by a working 

group of Trustees and will be shared with Trustees in due course for discussion and approval. 

One key item is the rising cost of energy. Through Visit Moray Speyside, we have now accessed 

support free of charge from a company called Eyebright who are reviewing our electricity and 

telephone contracts and look to see if we can find better deals for both the Sea School building and 

harbour building accounts. This is ongoing and update will be given at the trustees meeting. 

 
New Initiatives 
 
Online Talks 
Introduction and hosting of 4 online talks between November and February. Guest speakers from 
Macduff Marine Aquarium, RNLI Buckie, Ocean Winds/Moray West Wind Farm and WDC Scottish 
Dolphin Centre gave talks followed by a Q&A session hosted by our Development Officer. 
 
Ladies Paddlesports 
Following feedback from our customers in 2021, we are proud to introduce ladies only paddlesports 
sessions. These sessions are a fantastic opportunity for friendship, meeting like-minded people and 
improve health and wellbeing in a welcoming and friendly environment.  
 
Summer Evening Paddlesports 
Traditionally our sessions run during office hours which may not suit those at work or with daytime 
commitments. A series of evening sessions were programmed to attract a new audience. These 
proved popular. 
 
Multi-Activity Group Bookings 
When large size groups attend, we have to split the participants into smaller groups and take turns 
on the water. This year we have offered beach cleaning and water safety talks into the programme 
which makes the overall proposition more appealing for group organisers. 
 



Yoga & SUP 
In August we ran a trial partnership link up with ‘Yoga Megs.’ Meghan is a Yoga instructor and 
delivers a beach-based yoga session for clients before they join us for a SUP session. Two sessions 
have been run to date with a plan in place to run at least monthly joint sessions throughout 2023. 
 
Schools Partnership 
We have met with the Head and Deputy Head of Banff Academy to draft and agree a partnership 
agreement between both organisations for the delivery of watersports sessions and boat building. 
The school will use their minibus to bring pupils across to Cullen to participate in CSS activities. Once 
up and running, it is hoped that we can use this as a template for other high schools and academies. 
 
Through Moray Active Schools, we have hosted a series of paddlesports sessions for primary aged 
pupils from schools in Cullen, Portknockie, Findochty, Buckie and Portgordon. As a trial in June, we 
always welcome some Buckie High School pupils.  
 
There is a large market for us in collaborating with primary schools and work will be undertaken this 
winter to contact all primary schools within a sensible radius in Moray and Aberdeenshire to 
promote the Sea School. Schools are still operating under tighter rules and regulations following the 
pandemic which has limited the numbers coming to us this year, but this may be relaxed by 2023. 
 
In August, we held a successful ‘inset-day’ event with the teachers and staff of Banff Academy. Banff 
Academy Head Teacher Alan Horberry wanted to run an inset day with a difference to welcome his 
staff back from their summer holiday and prefer for the academic year ahead. Over the course of the 
morning, staff rotated between different activities including kayaking and paddle boarding and walks 
in and around Cullen.  
 
These activities focussed on working as a team, working with others they may not normally work 
with and being active and healthy.  Mid-morning, all staff congregated at the sea school for drinks 
and a snack before heading off for the more formal part of their day.  
 
Opportunities like this allow us to showcase the sea school, its facilities and everything we have on 
offer. 
 
Developing the Young Workforce  
 
In August 2021, CSS signed up to the Young Person’s Guarantee via DYW Moray. The Young Person's 
Guarantee is a commitment to bring together employers, partners and young people. It aims to 
connect every 16 to 24 year old in Scotland to an opportunity. This could be a job, apprenticeship, 
further or higher education, training or volunteering. It could also be an enterprise opportunity. 
 
Through this commitment, our development officer has worked closely with DYW Moray and high 
schools in Moray on mock job interviews and assessments, ‘Dragons Den’ style events and job 
application practice. Through this work we were invited to apply into the MERI fund which has led to 
the employment of two trainee boat builders (see above). 
 
From November this year, our development officer will be a part of the Moray Career Ready 
Mentoring Programme. The programme sees the sea school linked up with a high school student 
who is provided with monthly mentoring sessions and then undertakes a 4-week paid placement at 
the sea school. 
 



The Three Harbours Association is committed to doing everything it can to help support the 
development of young people in the workplace. 
 
Trustees changes 
Covid has impacted on usual arrangements with Trustee meetings taking place online up until early 
summer.  Ahead of our next AGM, Blair Ritchie has indicated that he wishes to stand down.  Blair has 
been a key driving force behind the Sea School as our Treasurer. He has managed the day to day 
finances of the sea school as well as external grant awards including the six figure finances for the 
Harbour Building project. Malcolm Watt, Bert Reid, Rosie Pye, Rachel Henderson, Malcolm Hope and 
Ashley Mowat are happy to serve another year. It is hoped that members will recognise the 
importance of this degree of continuity. There is therefore an opportunity for recruitment of at least 
one new Trustee. As per usual the Chair and Vice Chair will be elected by the Board of Trustees at 
the conclusion of the AGM. 
 
Thank You 
 
Finally, I wish to thanks all members, volunteers, Trustees, employees and friends for their support 
over what has been a very challenging time of uncertainty. We are not yet out of 
the Pandemic woods, so stay safe, get your jabs and hope the various vaccines remain effective. 
Brewing national economic storms out with our control require constant vigilance. 
 
We have yet to have the celebratory party we hoped for in my last report! 


