
 

© Orbital Express Launch Limited 2025 
QMS-QFO-007 – R01 Page 1 of 4 OFFICIAL – For Public Release 

 

 
Minutes of Meeting 

 Meeting of the Sutherland Spaceport Community Liaison Group 
Monday 17 November at 19.00  
ONLINE ONLY – VIA TEAMS 

 
 
Attendees  
Frances Gunn   Interim Chair/ UPNORTH! Community Development Trust 
Bea Ayling   RSPB 
Trudy Morris   Caithness Chamber of Commerce / Business representative 
Eann Sinclair   HIE 
Peter Guthrie   HIE 
David Oxley   HIE 
Tim Curtis   Bettyhill Communuty Council 
Martin Reid        Tongue , Melness and Skerray Community Council 
Rachel Sutherland Tongue Estate 
Dorothy Pritchard Melness Crofters’ Estate (on behalf of Mark Findlay) 
 
Penny Godfrey  Orbex – VP Marketing & Communications  
Carla Martin  Orbex (minutes)  
Dan Byrne   Physical Security & UK Facilities Manager 
 
Christopher Sit  on behalf of Scottish Government ( apologies from Rory McGregor ) 
  
 

1. Welcome and opening remarks from the Interim Chair 

 
Frances Gunn [FG] welcomed everyone to the online meeting and thanked them for attending. 
 

2.  Apologies 

 
Apologies were received from Amanda Moseley and Thomas Mackenzie. 
 

3. Sutherland Spaceport Update 

 
Penny Godfrey [PG] formally presented to the meeting - providing an update on Sutherland Spaceport. 
 

a) Site News 
She noted that in line with Orbex’s planning obligations (associated with the permission granted by The 
Highland Council) Orbex had continued with the agreed planning and environmental monitoring during the 
pause period. She also confirmed that the work on the Ben Tongue Antenna Park site had also paused. 
 
She highlighted that since the last meeting of the Sutherland Spaceport Community Liaison Group in June 
2025, Orbex had discussed various options to expedite the completion of the Spaceport with interested third 
parties, however none of these were able to demonstrate a funding mechanism to deliver the project. 
 

b) Licence Application 
As part of  the commitment to return, PG confirmed that full reactivation of Sutherland Spaceport Ltd licence 
application would take place in December 2025 with updated documentation submitted to the Civil Aviation 
Authority (CAA). It was estimated that the Assessment of Environmental Effects (AEE) Consultation would 
take place around March 2026. PG highlighted that this process is conducted by the CAA (not Orbex) and that 
a similar process had taken place in relation to Saxavord Spaceport. PG also noted that the airspace change 
process had restarted and was in its early stages. 
 

c) Visitor Management Plan (VMP) 
PG noted that the planning permission awarded by The Highland Council in 2020 (and 2024) had a number of 
conditions including condition 11, which outlined the requirement to deliver a Visitor Management Plan (VMP). 
 
The condition states: 
 
No later than 6 months prior to the first launch from the site, a visitor management plan (VMP) shall be 
submitted to and approved in writing by the Planning Authority in consultation with NatureScot, Transport 
Scotland, and emergency services.  
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PG confirmed that the VMP shall be based on the principles set out in the Visitor Management Strategy 
submitted with the Environmental Impact Assessment Report as clarified by the Scenario Planning with 
Supporting Planning Assumptions document (May 2020) and shall set out the proposed management of 
visitors to the site and the launch exclusion zone for the period of the launch campaign.  
 
PG noted that Orbex had previously worked with Mike Buzza (a specialist in this area)  to provide support  and 
had re-engaged him on this project. She confirmed that Orbex would revisit the draft plan and restart 
discussions with the Safety Advisory Group over the coming months. 
 
PG reported that since the original draft plan was completed Orbex had been awarded Planning Consent for 
the Antenna Park on Ben Tongue and this would be referenced in the VMP. 
 
PG went on to highlight that the planning consent also had a condition that states that Orbex must form a 
Launch Event Visitor Management Group - established by the Launch Site Operator in collaboration with The 
Highland Council, SEPA, NatureScot, Sutherland Access Panel, Emergency Services, and local Community 
Councils.  She confirmed that Orbex would work to form this group over the coming months. It had been 
suggested that this group could be combined with the Safety Advisory Group ( as the constitutions were similar) 
but Orbex had been advised that they should be separate groups. 
 

d) Outreach in Sutherland 
PG reported that on  25 November, members of the Orbex team would visit Farr High School to run rocket 
launch sessions with pupils from S2, S3, and P4 to P7.During the sessions, pupils would learn about Orbex, 
the growing Scottish space industry, and exciting career opportunities in the North of Scotland. They’d also 
find out more about rocket science before building and launching their very own rockets. Penny highlighted 
that similar sessions had been undertaken at schools close to / in Forres and had been very successful.  

 
e) European Launcher Challenge 

PG shared the good news that Orbex’s  bid for the ESA European Launcher Challengewas successful and 
Orbex were one of only 5 companies ( the only UK company)  who had been pre-selected and remained in the 
competition. 
 
She noted that the ESA Council of Ministers 2025 meeting would take place on 26/27 November in Bremen, 
Germany and during this meeting members would decide on new multi-year programmes and funding 
(including ELC). She confirmed that provided that monies were allocated successfully to the programme Orbex 
would move into a contract negotiation phase with expectation of conclusion in the first half of 2026. 
 
She reported that the ELC programme would allow Orbex to deliver launch services for ESA and other 
European institutional customers and support the upgrade of the launch service – it was a fantastic opportunity 
for Orbex. Pre-selection gave Orbex the potential to access to up to €169 million – a huge financial opportunity 
for the company and Scottish Space Sector. 
 

f) Fundraising 
PG noted that the team continues to fundraise for the Series D round. Since the CLG meeting in June the 
target was now £100m of investment. She reconfirmed that the landscape remains challenging, however, 
Orbex’s pre-selection in the ELC had boosted interest from investors. She noted that Orbex would provide a 
formal update as soon as they are able to do so. 
 
 

4. Questions submitted via the Interim Chair  

 
PG noted that she had received a number of questions in advance of the meeting and would formally answer 
them. 

 
Q1 What is your updated timeline for your return to Sutherland? 
PG noted  that Orbex continue to keep the position regarding Sutherland under review. The current focus is 
on progressing other aspects of the programme so that, if and when, a return is appropriate, we can move 
efficiently. 
 
 
Q2 What is the current position for the Ben Tongue site?  
PG noted that Orbex now have full planning consent for the Ben Tongue site and Phil Chambers / the legal 
department were in ongoing discussions with relevant associated parties. PG noted that there are no 
immediate changes to report at this stage. 
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Q3 When will Orbex be having their first launch from SaxaVord? 
PG confirmed that the first launch is currently planned for 2026 from SaxaVord Spaceport. She noted that 
preparations are progressing, and the team were working closely with partners and regulators to stay on track. 
 
FG apologised for the late notice and confirmed that a number of questions had been submitted to PG earlier 
in the day. PG confirmed safe receipt and noted that she was happy to answer as required. 

 
a) When do you expect to restart the construction on the Mhoine, and how long will it take to see it 

completed and ready for a launch? 
PG confirmed ( and as previously highlighted ) that Orbex continue to keep the position regarding Sutherland 
under review. The current focus is on progressing other aspects of the programme so that, if and when a return 
is appropriate, we can move efficiently. PG noted that as reported at the last two meetings – the  current 
business plan indicates Orbex would expect the earliest return to be in 2028 which would mean that 
construction would re-start in 2027. It was estimated that construction would take less than 12 months - with 
the launch programme then determined by customer need and regulatory requirements. 
 

b) When do you expect to see the tracking facilities placed on Ben Tongue? 
PG reported that the work would be completed in line with broader construction timetable. 
 

c) What will happen to the site if Orbex fail to return? 
PG noted that this would be a matter for HIE as the site owner/landlord at Sutherland. 
 
David Oxley [DO] noted that, as outlined, Orbex is planning  to return to Sutherland and whilst that plan remains 
in place, HIE will continue to work with Orbex to make that return as straightforward as possible. 
He confirmed that Orbex had a duty to update HIE formally should they no longer be planning to return. He 
confirmed that there is market demand for launch facilities – with only a handful of sites in Europe. He noted 
that he would like to keep every option ‘on the table’ to see what could be done  to ensure that the site is 
developed and used as a launch facility, but at the moment Orbex are in occupation and their medium term 
plans were to return to Sutherland. He noted that at present Orbex provide the quickest route to the Sutherland 
site being activated. 
 

d) What steps are being taken to ensure the project remains viable and beneficial in the long term? 
PG noted that Orbex continue to see a growing demand for small satellite launch from Europe and obviously 
spaceports are a key enabler to deliver this.  PG highlighted, that since the last meeting space had also been 
listed as a frontier sector in the UK Government’s Industrial Strategy – highlighting the importance of the 
industry (including launch) to the UK and the long-term opportunities it can deliver ( for example jobs, supply 
chain and providing resilience in the current geopolitical environment).  
 

e) When the site is completed how long after will Orbex Prime be launching from Sutherland? 
PG reconfirmed that the launch programme and cadence would ultimately be determined by customer need 
and regulatory requirements. 
 

f) Do you have any on the ground community connections  in mind, in regard to rebuilding 
relationships, between Orbex and the community. 

PG confirmed, and as reported previously, Orbex will continue to deliver community and outreach work in the 
area and the scope and remit of that will be extended, as required, during construction and in the run up to 
launch. She welcomed ideas from those in attendance on how this could / should be implemented. 
 

g) The UK or Scottish governments do not seem to be offering strong support for the development of 
the spaceport on the Mhoine, can you comment on that? 

PG noted that UK and Scottish Governments were both aware of the position with regards to Sutherland 
Spaceport and  were in regular contact with Orbex. PG noted that Phil Chambers had earlier in year 
participated in a Treasury Select Committee re National Wealth Fund and the House of Lords UK Engagement 
with Space Committee inquiry. Comments made by Orbex / PC had also been referenced in the official reports 
/ findings  of these meetings. PG also noted the UK Government / DSIT had participated in the first tranche of 
Series D in January 2025. 
 
FG opened the floor to questions  
 

Questions from the floor 

 
h) Dorothy Pritchard [DP] 

If  another company, a competitor, had its finance in place would Orbex be open to working with 
them / handing the spaceport over to them ? 
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PG noted that it would depend upon the situation, as previously noted, Orbex are happy to discuss matters 
with third parties in general ( if they have fully funded options ) but if they are a competitor it could have a 
detrimental or negative impact on Orbex’s own business plans; so it would depend upon the circumstances. 
 

i) Martin Reid [MR] 
There is a speed limit sign still up in the centre of town – is it meant to be there or is it an oversight? 

PG noted that she would investigate and ensure that the sign is removed as required. She asked MR to 
provided specific details of the location. 
ACTION: PG and MR 
 

Any other business  

 
PG agreed to share with the group, via email, an update on the series D funding round once she was able to 
do so.  
ACTION: PG 
 
DP enquired as to whether Orbex would return to Sutherland any quicker if the funding round goes well. PG 
confirmed that the team keep matters under constant review and should a decision of this nature be possible 
it would only be taken after considering the business case, customer need and all regulatory, legal  and 
licensing requirements. 
 
 

Date of next meeting  

 
FG noted that she has spoken with PG prior to the meeting they had tentatively agreed that the next meeting 
should  be held in Spring 2026 ( in person). It did not seem worthwhile calling / holding meetings unless there 
was something specific to discuss. FG and PG both agreed that should something significant happen before 
Spring 2026 a meeting would be called as required and /or a communication would follow via email. Those 
present were in agreement with this course of action. 
 
FG thanked everyone for attending and confirmed that if anyone has any further questions they should be 
raised in the appropriate manner with either Orbex and / or the interim chair via their official representative. 
 

 
 

 


