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An Open Letter to the Press, Members of Parliament, Members of the Scottish Parliament, and Elected Members of The Highland Council 
9 March 2026


To whom it may concern,
We write with grave concern regarding the proposed sale of the marble bust of Sir John Gordon of Invergordon, sculpted in 1728 by the distinguished French artist Edmé Bouchardon.
This is not a routine asset disposal. It is the proposed irreversible alienation of a nationally significant Common Good asset held in trust for the people of Invergordon.
The decision now before the Highland Council is not simply financial. It is fiduciary, legal, cultural and generational.

National Significance Confirmed by Unanimous Expert Determination
The bust is currently subject to an export licence process under the Export of Objects of Cultural Interest (Control) Order 2003. Following detailed consideration, the Reviewing Committee on the Export of Works of Art and Objects of Cultural Interest determined that the bust meets all three Waverley Criteria.
The Committee’s conclusion was unanimous across all counts.
It found the bust to be:
· Of outstanding historical importance to Scotland;
· Of exceptional aesthetic significance within the development of early eighteenth-century portrait sculpture;
· Of outstanding scholarly importance; and
· An object whose loss would constitute a misfortune to the United Kingdom.

Such unanimous determinations are rare. They place this object within the highest category of national cultural significance.
It is therefore no exaggeration to state that the Highland Council is currently considering the disposal of an object formally recognised as being of outstanding importance to the nation.

Trusteeship and Legal Responsibility
The bust was brought back from Rome in 1728. In 1930, it was purchased for £5 by the former Invergordon Town Council for the benefit of the town’s residents. It is now part of the Invergordon Common Good Fund.
Councillors act not as owners, but as trustees.
Under established Common Good principles and the Local Government (Scotland) Act 1973, trustees must act prudently, impartially, and in the best long-term interests of the beneficiaries — namely, the people of Invergordon, present and future.
A recent court ruling confirmed only that the Council has the legal power to sell. It did not oblige the Council to do so. Nor did it restrict councillors from revisiting the decision where new and material information has emerged.
A power to sell is not a duty to sell.
Where nationally significant heritage and intergenerational trust obligations are concerned, the exercise of discretion must be demonstrably careful, fully informed and proportionate.

Financial Prudence and Market Uncertainty
While a figure in the region of £2.5 million has been cited as a professional estimate, such valuations are not fixed ceilings. The international art market, particularly for rare works with exceptional provenance and compelling narrative, is inherently volatile.
Given the bust’s rarity, its rediscovery story, and its confirmed national importance, it is entirely plausible that competitive bidding in the right circumstances could exceed £3 million and potentially approach or surpass £5 million if the work were deemed a “must-have” by a determined collector or institution.
Equally, markets fluctuate. Auction outcomes are unpredictable.
For trustees, this volatility underscores a central issue: a one-off capital receipt is permanent and irreversible, whereas retention with structured revenue generation preserves both capital value and cultural ownership.
Prudence requires weighing not only headline figures but long-term income modelling, reputational risk, heritage loss, and the opportunity cost of permanent disposal.

Material Deficiencies in the Consultation Process
We must also express serious concern that the consultation process did not meet the standard reasonably expected for the disposal of a nationally significant Common Good asset.
In particular:
· The consultation was framed predominantly around whether to proceed with the sale, rather than presenting a balanced comparative assessment of all viable alternatives.
· Engagement with Sotheby’s occurred prior to the conclusion of consultation, creating a reasonable perception that the sale had become the preferred trajectory.
· Detailed comparative financial modelling between retention and disposal was not presented in an accessible form to residents.
· The historic, cultural and national loss implications were not substantively analysed.
· Documentation was fragmented across committee reports rather than consolidated in a clear and transparent format.
Where trustees are contemplating irreversible alienation of heritage assets, the standard of transparency must exceed the statutory minimum.
Public confidence depends upon demonstrable openness and even-handed evaluation.

New and Material Information Now Before the Council
The factual context has changed materially since the original decision:
· Invergordon Museum has developed a viable long-term revenue-sharing model capable of generating sustained income for the Common Good Fund while retaining ownership.
· The Museum is relocating to another building in central Invergordon, where the bust could be securely displayed to appropriate conservation standards, significantly improving access for residents and more than 200,000 annual cruise visitors.
· Security and insurance concerns have been resolved, including eligibility for the Scottish Government Indemnity Scheme.
· The export bar process has formally and unanimously confirmed the bust’s outstanding national significance.
· Community scrutiny and engagement have increased substantially, including through Freedom of Information processes and oversight by the Scottish Information Commissioner.
None of this material information was available to councillors at the time of the original vote.
In fiduciary terms, that alone justifies reconsideration.

An Irreplaceable Part of Invergordon’s Identity
For nearly 300 years, this bust has formed part of Invergordon’s story. It survived fire, dispersal and obscurity. It was rediscovered and recognised as a masterpiece. It has travelled internationally yet remained the property of the town.
It is not merely a work of art. It is a tangible link to the town’s origins and to Scotland’s eighteenth-century history.
To dispose of it now — potentially beyond Scotland — would permanently sever that connection.
Such decisions define how communities value their inheritance.

The Lawful and Responsible Course
Highland Council procedures permit decisions to be revisited where:
· New information has emerged;
· A viable alternative exists;
· There is substantial public interest;
· Trustees consider that a different outcome may better serve the Common Good.

All criteria are plainly met.
Reconsideration would not demonstrate weakness. It would demonstrate lawful prudence, responsible trusteeship, and respect for both heritage and community.

What We Are Asking
We therefore call for:
1. An immediate pause on further steps toward sale.
2. A formal reconsideration of the decision in light of new material information.
3. Full and transparent comparative financial modelling of retention versus disposal.
4. Constructive engagement with Invergordon Museum regarding a structured long-term loan and revenue-sharing arrangement.
5. A renewed and genuinely open consultation before any irreversible action is taken.
The decision before the councillors is historic.
Common Good assets are not held for short-term expediency. They are held in trust for future generations.
Once sold, this object of outstanding national importance will never return.
We urge elected representatives to exercise their discretion lawfully, prudently and courageously.

Yours faithfully,
The Trustees of Invergordon Naval Museum & Heritage Centre







140 High Street
Invergordon IV18 0AE

Invergordon Museum is a SCIO
Scottish Charity Number: SC035244

invergordon.museum@outlook.com
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