
 

 

 

PE1352/H 

Dear Alison,                                                                                                                      

  7th Feb 2011 

Many thanks for your email and opportunity to respond to the reply from the Scottish 
Government and Historic Scotland in relation to flag flying at Edinburgh Castle. 

Like other flags of the world, The Saltire, the national flag of Scotland is made from mere cloth. 
In and of itself it is meaningless. Its importance as a symbol is derived solely from the ideas, 
concepts and values we as a society and people attribute to it. That is as true of the Saltire as it is 
for every other national flag and that is why flags remain important and are flown in every 
country in the world. 

Saltire Scotland’s campaign was initiated because we feel strongly that our nation’s , flag 
represents the positive, progressive values that our society aspires to. It is a symbol which is, by 
and large, positively received at home and abroad and it is for these reasons that we seek to have 
it reinstated to the premier position on the Castle. 

Recently I met with officials at Historic Scotland and discussed with them at some length the 
issues surrounding the current flag flying arrangements. They have accepted that the existing 
situation in terms of the Union Flag flying in the “superior position” [The MoD’s official phrase] 
has arisen from simple custom and practice. The current flag flying policy has not been codified 
contractually or otherwise reviewed to reflect the changes in ownership and constitutional 
arrangements that have occurred since 1999 and the onset of devolution. 

Neither the MoD nor the Army have any legally binding contract with Historic Scotland or 
Scottish Ministers that allows them to dictate which flags are flown at the Castle. Historic 
Scotland officials have advised me that they require a process to be started by Scottish Ministers 
that confirms the legal position Saltire Scotland have already independently obtained. That 
opinion states that far from being complex, the legal position in relation to flag flying at 
Edinburgh Castle is straightforward; that no organisation, Government Department or individual 
can enforce a flag flying designation on property or buildings it does not own. Neither the Army 
nor the MoD have any ownership rights at Edinburgh Castle and therefore any designation they 
apply carries no weight under Scots law. The fact that the British Army has a purely symbolic 
presence at the Castle is irrelevant, so too the application of Queens Regulation and Orders in 
respect of property in they do not own. These regulations only apply to serving members of the 
armed forces and not to Scottish Ministers or their agents, Historic Scotland. 
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The process which Historic Scotland have recommended would involve consultation with the 
main stakeholders, the MoD, Historic Scotland and other interested groups with a view to 
establishing a binding flag flying protocol that more accurately reflects the constitutional realities 
of Scotland today. Historic Scotland has confirmed however that the final decision on this matter 
rests exclusively with Scottish Ministers after they have consulted with these stakeholder groups. 

Saltire Scotland is entirely confident that once the legal authority of the current MoD “Flag 
Flying Station” designation is tested it will confirm our position in relation to the Saltire. The 
MoD have confirmed also in writing that they simply do not know why the Castle became a 
“flag flying station” in the first instance and that there are a number of inconsistencies across the 
UK in relation to how these designations came about when the list was first drafted in 1820. 

In addition we would like to draw the committee’s particular attention to the attached letter from 
Lieutenant Colonel Stuart Crawford, who wrote and implemented the Army’s corporate 
communications strategy in Scotland and who originally advocated greater use of the Saltire by 
the Army. Saltire Scotland has also received support from armed forces veterans and serving 
service personnel who are equally supportive of the Saltire being reinstated to the premier 
position at the Castle. 

We recognise also that there is a small minority who are opposed to such a move, notably Neil 
Griffiths of the British Legion. However we note with some concern that their position may have 
been influenced by recent financial donations from the British National Party who have their 
own, well documented view on the supremacy of the Union Flag. 

In considering the British Legion’s objections to the Saltire we would draw the committee’s 
attention to the comments by Ron Smith, head of Veterans Scotland the umbrella group for ex-
servicemen’s charities who told the BBC in 2009 in response to the acceptance of BNP money 
by the Legion; “Many of our veterans fought in a major world war against a fascist regime. 
We’re very saddened [the British Legion] feel they have to take this money, and they obviously 
have to clear their consciences.” 

Saltire Scotland would like to see a consistent approach and use of the Saltire by the MoD and 
others. The Saltire is used in recruitment campaigns by the British Army and in other marketing 
material and we believe their objections to the Saltire being flown at the highest point on the 
castle expose their cynical exploitation of Scotland’s flag so far. We sincerely hope they will 
review their objection to the Saltire in the near future. 

As the committee is aware, Historic Scotland have offered a “compromise” to our proposals of a 
new, more prominent flag pole to be erected at the Castle from which the Saltire would be 
flown.  They have claimed this would allow Scotland’s flag to be more prominently seen, but HS 
officials have robustly  rejected our principle call to have the Saltire flown at the highest point on 
the monument. Saltire Scotland cannot and will not support a compromise that continues to 
relegate The Saltire to second position. We suggested that this new proposed “secondary” flag 
pole might be an ideal location from which the Union Flag may be flown instead, but this has 
been rejected. 
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Saltire Scotland has demonstrated that there are no legal or contractual obstacles to the Saltire 
being raised at the highest point on the Castle. We have support from former British Army 
officers, visiting tourists to the monument, MSPs and the many signatories to our petition. It is 
also worth noting that four currently serving Scottish Ministers signed a parliamentary motion in 
2001 which also sought to have the Saltire flown at the premier position on the Castle. 

In summary, we would therefore urge the committee to write again to Scottish Ministers asking 
them instigate the necessary formal review and consultation process as outlined by Historic 
Scotland that would seek to clarify the legal authority of existing flag flying policy at Edinburgh 
Castle in order that it more accurately reflects the constitutional changes that have occurred since 
1999. Saltire Scotland believes that once this process has been completed and the main legal 
issues clarified for Scottish Ministers, Historic Scotland and the MoD, then none of the main 
stakeholders will be in a position to oppose the reinstatement of the Saltire above Scotland’s 
most iconic landmark. 

Yours for Scotland 

Mark Hirst 
Saltire Scotland 

Attached letter from Lt Col Stuart Crawford 

Flag Flying at Edinburgh Castle 
 
I am a firm supporter of the campaign to have the Saltire flag flown at Edinburgh Castle as the 
primary flag.  Whilst engaged in a study on the image of the army in Scotland in 1996/7 at Army 
HQ Scotland, it became apparent to me that recruiting practices at the time, which used the 
Union Flag as part of the advertising, were counterproductive in Scotland.  At a time when 
Scotland was undergoing a political and cultural renaissance, which continues to this day, the 
Union Flag was identified, rightly or wrongly it mattered not, with England and an Anglo-centric 
agenda.  This in part was responsible for low recruiting figures at the time. 
 
I note that the army recruiting literature in Scotland now uses the Saltire flag instead, a 
recommendation I made at the time.  Recruiting figures have now improved.  Against this 
background, the flying of the Union Flag alone by the army at Edinburgh Castle is counter 
intuitive.  The Saltire should be flown too, and in a manner which indicates clearly that it is 
primus inter pares. 
 
Stuart W Crawford 
(Lieutenant Colonel) 
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