
 

THE EAST LOTHIAN FLAG COMPETITION 
 
The recent competition held to select a flag for the county of East Lothian, elicited 
four finalists; three of these were widely criticised for falling short of good design 
practice, as promoted for several years, by such bodies as the North American 
Vexillological Association and the Flag Institute.  
  
The latter’s Creating Local & Community Flags guide , as recently advertised by the 
Flag Institute's official Twitter feed on Monday 8th October 2018, states on page 7, 
that  
  
"Designs making it to the shortlist of finalists must meet Flag Institute design guidelines to 
ensure that all potential winning designs are capable of being registered." 
  
and further notes that  
  
"Flags are intended to perform a specific, important function. In order to do this there are 
basic design standards which need to be met." 
  
Page 8 of the same guide, also declares, 
  
"Before registering a new flag on the UK Flag Registry the Flag Institute will ensure that a 
flag design: Meets basic graphical standards." 
  
This critique demonstrates how the three flags examined, do not meet many of the 
basic design standards and therefore do not perform the specific and important 
intended functions. As a result, on its own grounds, none of the three can be 
registered by the Flag Institute. 
  

Flag B 
  

 
  

http://www.flaginstitute.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Creating_Local_and_Community_Flags.pdf
http://twitter.com/FlagInstitute/status/1049239730578235392


Aside from the shortcomings of its design, Flag B fails to meet the Flag Institute's 
basic requirement that any county flag placed on the UK Flag Registry cannot 
represent a modern administrative area. The Flag Institute’s previously cited, 
community flag guide, describes on page 6, the categories of flags that may be 
registered; 
  
"There are three types of flag that might qualify for inclusion in the UK Flag Registry: local 
community flags (including cities, towns and villages), historic county flags and flags for 
other types of traditional areas, such as islands or provinces. 
  
The UK Flag Registry only records flags freely owned and used by the people in the 
community or local areas represented. Flags for modern administrative entities (local 
authorities etc.)... would not be included."  
  
Design B however, features the outline of the administrative entity of East Lothian 
Council, whose borders are NOT coterminous with the historic county of East 
Lothian, as pictured below.  
  

 
  

Such symbolism therefore makes the design unregisterable as the flag for the historic 
county.  
  
The Joint FI and NAVA Commision on Vexillographic Principles' report goes 
further; 
  
"2.4 If you want a flag to remain popular for a long time, it should look as "timeless" as 
possible, to make it immune to changing fashions. Avoid using features in the design that 
will cause the flag to become dated or obsolete, eg. a reference to farming could be timeless but 
depicting a particular style of tractor will date very quickly. Imagine the flag in a historic 
setting and in a very modern setting to check whether it would work in both." 

https://www.flaginstitute.org/pdfs/Flag_Design_Commission_Report.pdf


  
Administrative boundaries are not timeless by any stretch. They can change and 
indeed be abolished whenever they are no longer fit for purpose. This flag is 
certainly not timeless, it only speaks of boundaries today. The administrative 
boundary of today differs from that prior to 1989 and is always subject to change in 
the future.  
  
Additionally, the first recommendation of the community guide, on page 5, is 
  
"1. KEEP IT SIMPLE The flag should be simple enough that a child can draw it from 
memory; else it will be too hard for people remember and reproduce." 
  
The boundary outline is not at all simple however , no one could expect a child, or 
even most adults, to recall from memory every intricate detail of the council's 
boundary. The resulting silhouette is also so complex that all its detail would be lost 
and unrecognisable when the flag is in flight. 
  
The community guide continues, 
  
"2. USE MEANINGFUL SYMBOLS The flag’s elements, colours, or patterns should relate 
to what it will represent. The flag should symbolise the area as a whole rather than any other 
entities which are better served by having their own flags (ie. try not to symbolise specific 
towns or the country)"  
  
As described, this flag does not symbolise the historic county, but a different entity; 
the administrative area of East Lothian Council. It clearly attempts to symbolise the 
nation of Scotland through its obvious use of the Scottish saltire but a subtler use of 
the saltire would have been sufficient to represent the birthplace of the national flag, 
without overtly representing Scotland as a whole. In addition, the saltire is rendered 
in a crude and cartoonish fashion. Nor are the colours used particularly meaningful, 
being far too generic to convey any distinctly local association; blue for the water, 
green for the land and gold for the coast could easily apply to practically any coastal 
area of the British Isles or elsewhere across the globe. 
  
The third recommendation in the community guide advises, 
  
"3. TRY TO USE TWO TO THREE BASIC COLOURS Limit the number of colours on 
the flag to three, which contrast well and come from the standard colour set: red, orange, 
yellow, green, light blue, dark blue, purple, black and white. Dark and light colours will 
contrast well against each other, in particular yellow or white will work well on any of the 
other colours and vice versa." 
  
This flag uses five basic colours, namely: blue, light blue, green, gold and white. In 
several places low contrasting colours are next to each other which reduces the 
visibility of the charge, in contravention of the heraldic 'rule of tincture'. At three 
points the design has blue overlapping blue!  
  

http://www.lgbc-scotland.gov.uk/includes/downloadfile.asp?file=/reports/numbered/report_no_142.pdf


 
  

The Joint FI and NAVA Commision on Vexillographic Principles' report goes further 
on this; 
  
"3.2. Contrast is important - use light colours on dark, and vice-versa. So a white cross on 
red is good contrast, but a blue cross on red would be a poor contrast. This is a very useful 
guideline, especially for choosing the colour of devices and their background. If the use of 
non-contrasting colours is unavoidable, make use of outline colours (fimbriation) where, for 
instance, a dark cross on a dark background is outlined with a light one – an example of this 
is the flag of the Åland Islands, part of Finland." 
  
The fourth recommendation of the community guide is, 
  
"4. NO LETTERING OR SEALS Avoid the use of writing of any kind or an organisation’s 
badge, seal or coat of arms. Writing and other intricate detail is difficult to see at a distance 
and will likely be unrecognisable when the flag is flying in the wind. It is better to use 
elements from an appropriate coat of arms as symbols on the flag." 
  
Fortunately, there is no issue with regard to this point with this design but the fifth 
recommendation is to be 
  
"5. BE DISTINCTIVE Avoid duplicating other flags, if designs look too similar then the 
flags could be mis-identified." 
  
and apart from the incorrect map, there is nothing “distinctly” relating to the county 
on this flag.  
  
The Joint FI and NAVA report goes further; 
  



"6.3 A flag should emphasise its own identity over that of any higher level grouping, 
otherwise the distinctiveness of each design is lost, as for example in the flags of the former 
Soviet republics." 
  
This flag does not emphasise East Lothian's own identity whatsoever, but directly 
repeats the national flag of Scotland, on a background of unremarkable generic 
colours from the British coastline. This flag could apply to any Scottish county or 
area.   
  
Perhaps the most important recommendation in the guide is, 
  
"6. HOW WILL IT FLY IN THE WIND? Remember, the design must be distinctive when 
flying on a high pole in a strong wind, and when hanging in windless conditions too. Also 
remember that it will almost always have ripples caused by the wind." 
  
When flying in the wind, as seen with the flag aloft over Dirleton Castle, 
  

 
  

, the faults listed above are evident. The map becomes unclear and the colours do not 
contrast well at all, particularly at the top with the blue overlapping the other shade 
of blue. The map is indistinct, the boundary cannot be made out and overall appears 
as a blue blob. The fact that the Scottish saltire is waving on the design becomes 
pointless when the flag will be waving anyway.  
  
As highlighted, this flag fails to meet five out of the six basic flag design guidelines 
as set out by the Flag Institute. As meeting these is a requirement of registration, this 
flag can not be registered by the Flag Institute, under its own rules.  
  
************************************************************************************************ 
  

Flag C 
  



 

Looking again at the community guide’s first recommendation 
  
"1. KEEP IT SIMPLE The flag should be simple enough that a child can draw it from 
memory; else it will be too hard for people remember and reproduce." 
  
the design is certainly simple and is easy enough that a child can draw it from 
memory. Recommendation 2 states 
  
"2. USE MEANINGFUL SYMBOLS The flag’s elements, colours, or patterns should relate 
to what it will represent. The flag should symbolise the area as a whole rather than any other 
entities which are better served by having their own flags (ie. try not to symbolise specific 
towns or the country)" 
  
This design clearly attempts to symbolise the nation of Scotland through its obvious 
use of the Scottish saltire. A more subtle use of the saltire would have been sufficient 
to represent the birthplace of the national flag, without overtly representing Scotland 
as a whole. The colours chosen for the background, again, are not meaningful and 
too generic; “blue for the water and green for the land” could easily apply to 
practically any area of the British Isles, the continent and indeed the world. 
  
Recommendation 3 reads 
  
"3. TRY TO USE TWO TO THREE BASIC COLOURS Limit the number of colours on 
the flag to three, which contrast well and come from the standard colour set: red, orange, 
yellow, green, light blue, dark blue, purple, black and white. Dark and light colours will 
contrast well against each other, in particular yellow or white will work well on any of the 
other colours and vice versa." 
  
This flag does use three basic colours, namely: blue, green, and white. However, the 
design places two dark colours, blue and green, next to each other, which reduces 
the visibility of the design's elements.  
  



The Joint FI and NAVA Commision on Vexillographic Principles' report goes further 
on this; 
  
"3.2. Contrast is important - use light colours on dark, and vice-versa. So a white cross on 
red is good contrast, but a blue cross on red would be a poor contrast. This is a very useful 
guideline, especially for choosing the colour of devices and their background. If the use of 
non-contrasting colours is unavoidable, make use of outline colours (fimbriation) where, for 
instance, a dark cross on a dark background is outlined with a light one – an example of this 
is the flag of the Åland Islands, part of Finland." 
  
There is no use of a light coloured fimbriation to distinguish the two dark colours of 
blue and green.  
  
"4. NO LETTERING OR SEALS Avoid the use of writing of any kind or an organisation’s 
badge, seal or coat of arms. Writing and other intricate detail is difficult to see at a distance 
and will likely be unrecognisable when the flag is flying in the wind. It is better to use 
elements from an appropriate coat of arms as symbols on the flag." 
  
There is no issue with regards to this point with this design. 
  
"5. BE DISTINCTIVE Avoid duplicating other flags, if designs look too similar then the 
flags could be mis-identified." 
  
There is nothing distinctly relating to the county on this flag. 
  
The Joint FI and NAVA Commission on Vexillographic Principles' report goes 
further; 
  
"6.3 A flag should emphasise its own identity over that of any higher level grouping, 
otherwise the distinctiveness of each design is lost, as for example in the flags of the former 
Soviet republics." 
  
This flag does not emphasise East Lothian's own identity whatsoever, it directly 
repeats the national flag of Scotland with unremarkable generic colours of British 
and European terrain.  Again, this flag could apply to any Scottish county or area.  
  
"6. HOW WILL IT FLY IN THE WIND? Remember, the design must be distinctive when 
flying on a high pole in a strong wind, and when hanging in windless conditions too. Also 
remember that it will almost always have ripples caused by the wind." 
  

https://www.flaginstitute.org/pdfs/Flag_Design_Commission_Report.pdf


 

  
When flying in the wind, the faults listed above are demonstrated. The colours do 
not contrast well and become mixed. The fact that the Scottish saltire is waving, on 
the design, becomes pointless when the flag will be waving anyway. 

  
  

This flag thus fails to meet four out of the six basic flag design guidelines as set out 
by the Flag Institute. As meeting these is a requirement of registration, this flag can 
not be registered by the Flag Institute, under its own rules.  
  
************************************************************************************************ 
  

Flag D 
  

 
  
The Flag Institute's Flag Design Guidelines, as stated on page 5 of the Creating Local 
& Community Flags guide are as follows, 
  
"1. KEEP IT SIMPLE The flag should be simple enough that a child can draw it from 
memory; else it will be too hard for people remember and reproduce." 

http://www.flaginstitute.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Creating_Local_and_Community_Flags.pdf
http://www.flaginstitute.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Creating_Local_and_Community_Flags.pdf


  
The lion rampant is not simple, no one could expect a child to recall this complex 
beast from memory nor expect them to redraw the animal's intricate outline in any 
kind of detail.  
  
"2. USE MEANINGFUL SYMBOLS The flag’s elements, colours, or patterns should relate 
to what it will represent. The flag should symbolise the area as a whole rather than any other 
entities which are better served by having their own flags (ie. try not to symbolise specific 
towns or the country)" 
  
 This design clearly attempts to symbolise the nation of Scotland through its use of 
both the Scottish saltire and the rampant lion. Although the subtle use of the saltire 
would have been sufficient to represent the birthplace of the national flag, the 
inclusion of a lion rampant, another national symbol, gives a great suggestion that 
this flag is intended to represent Scotland, rather than East Lothian itself. Again, the 
colours chosen for the background are not meaningful and too generic; blue for the 
water, green for the land and gold for the coast, could easily apply to practically any 
coastal area of the British Isles and elsewhere.  
  
"3. TRY TO USE TWO TO THREE BASIC COLOURS Limit the number of colours on 
the flag to three, which contrast well and come from the standard colour set: red, orange, 
yellow, green, light blue, dark blue, purple, black and white. Dark and light colours will 
contrast well against each other, in particular yellow or white will work well on any of the 
other colours and vice versa." 
  
This flag uses four basic colours, namely: blue, green, gold and white. The lack of 
contrast is this flag's greatest downfall. In several places low contrasting colours are 
next to each other which reduces the visibility of both the saltire and the lion, in 
contravention of the heraldic 'rule of tincture'. The design places a light lion, over a 
light coloured saltire, over a light coloured background. This breaks the 'rule of 
tincture' twice in the same location! At a distance, the flag's main elements will 
become lost, and therefore pointless – as is clearly demonstrated below 
  

 
  



The Joint FI and NAVA Commision on Vexillographic Principles' report goes further 
on this; 
  
"3.2. Contrast is important - use light colours on dark, and vice-versa. So a white cross on 
red is good contrast, but a blue cross on red would be a poor contrast. This is a very useful 
guideline, especially for choosing the colour of devices and their background. If the use of 
non-contrasting colours is unavoidable, make use of outline colours (fimbriation) where, for 
instance, a dark cross on a dark background is outlined with a light one – an example of this 
is the flag of the Åland Islands, part of Finland." 
  
"4. NO LETTERING OR SEALS Avoid the use of writing of any kind or an organisation’s 
badge, seal or coat of arms. Writing and other intricate detail is difficult to see at a distance 
and will likely be unrecognisable when the flag is flying in the wind. It is better to use 
elements from an appropriate coat of arms as symbols on the flag." 
  
There is no issue with regards to this point with this design. 
  
"5. BE DISTINCTIVE Avoid duplicating other flags, if designs look too similar then the 
flags could be mis-identified." 
  
There is nothing distinctly relating to the county on this flag.  
  
The Joint FI and NAVA Commission on Vexillographic Principles' report goes 
further; 
  
"6.3 A flag should emphasise its own identity over that of any higher level grouping, 
otherwise the distinctiveness of each design is lost, as for example in the flags of the former 
Soviet republics." 
  
This flag does not emphasise East Lothian's own identity whatsoever, it repeats the 
national flag of Scotland and partnered with another national symbol, the lion 
rampant, on a background of unremarkable generic colours of British coastline. Yet 
again this flag could apply to any Scottish county or area.  
  
"6. HOW WILL IT FLY IN THE WIND? Remember, the design must be distinctive when 
flying on a high pole in a strong wind, and when hanging in windless conditions too. Also 
remember that it will almost always have ripples caused by the wind." 
  

https://www.flaginstitute.org/pdfs/Flag_Design_Commission_Report.pdf


 

  
When flying in the wind, the major faults of this flag's design as listed above are 
obvious. Whilst viewed from a distance, the flag's main charge, the lion rampant, 
literally disappears amongst its lightly coloured surrounding! A massive design 
flaw! There is no point featuring a charge which becomes invisible in working 
conditions. In fact, the appearing golden head and bottom of the lion, along with the 
gold bar in the background, create the illusion of a golden St George- style cross! 
With the coming together of the white satire, this design appears to look like an 
alternatively coloured Union Jack! This design fails greatly.  
  
Not meeting five out of the six basic flag design guidelines set out by the Flag 
Institute, this flag can not be registered by the Flag Institute, under its own rules.  
  
Contrasting with these examples of very poor flag design,  an example of a great flag 
design, is that of Caithness. When flying in the wind, the colours of the Caithness 
flag contrast very well, all its elements are clear and bold whether flying in high 
winds or in windless conditions from a distance.  

  

 
  

  



  
The United Kingdom has a great set of community flags which meet all, or at least 
the majority, of these basic design guidelines. These guidelines need to be proudly 
upheld in order to maintain the United Kingdom's high vexillological standards. 
East Lothian deserves a flag which is fit for purpose. Accordingly, the four finalists 
are seen below, refined in accordance with the precepts presented in the several 
guides cited above. 
 
 
 

 


