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INTRODUCTION

“A Smart Successful Highlands and Islands” sets out the aspiration of growing the region’s population from c.433,700 to half a million by 2025.  Achieving this recognises and requires, arguably for the first time, a specific focus on population as a core component of sustained economic and community development.  Its realisation will require a strong partnership approach amongst local and national stakeholders.  

This paper seeks to tease out the implications of this aspiration, suggests an outline framework for population growth in the region and identifies various strands or workstreams which are likely to be required if the overarching target is to be achieved.    

In seeking to grow the region’s population we do so in the context of an increasingly competitive international market for people, with many nations and regions actively engaged in overseas population attraction. As with any competitive market, we need to be ambitious and ensure our offering is leading edge to secure the desired result. 

CONTEXT

The most recent population projections for Scotland, issued by the Registrar General for Scotland on 20th October 2005 present a more positive short term picture than previous projections. Scotland’s population is projected to rise over the next 15 years to 5.1 million in 2019, however it is forecast to slowly decline thereafter. The population is not now projected to fall below 5 million until 2036 rather than 2017 as previously suggested. In-migration to Scotland is identified as the main reason for this new outlook although the underlying pattern of an ageing population remains. 
In the Highlands & Islands, after a long period of decline, the population since the mid-1960s, has steadily increased.  The 2001 census indicates that the population of the Highlands and Islands rose by 0.8% between 1991 and 2001, compared to a fall of 0.4% across Scotland as a whole.  The census data also shows the overall population growth has significant variations across the region, with the general pattern of change being one of concentration of population around larger settlements while the remote and more fragile areas continue to suffer from out-migration.

The General Register of Scotland (GROS) mid-2004 population estimates indicate continued population growth in all but one Local Authority area in the Highlands and Islands.  The largest percentage increase occurred in Highland (1.1%) and in Orkney (1%).  This compares with a 0.4% growth in Scotland as a whole. Looking forward the migration assumptions to be used for GROS population projections, suggest that net migration of +4000 per annum at the Scottish level may be expected.  Four Local Authority areas in the H&I are forecast, based on trends over the last 5 years to have small positive net migration and two are forecast to have small negative net migration. 

While several factors can intervene to affect and influence trends, the small increase in population evidenced in recent statistics and the projected figures, while welcome, are insufficient if the region is to continue to prosper in the future. What’s more, in addition to overall population numbers, it is important that the demographic profile of the population is borne in mind.  For example:

· The percentage of the population aged 44 years or less has decreased in the Highlands and Islands from 67.1% in 1991 to 56% in 2001.  This is slightly lower than for Scotland, which was 59.7% in 2001.
· The percentage of the population aged 65 years or older has increased slightly from 15.9% in 1991 to 17.2% in 2001.  This compares to 16% for Scotland in 2001.

· Thus the Highlands and Islands has an older population than in Scotland and there is a trend towards an aging population.

· Of particular significance, the Highlands and Islands has an under-representation of young people aged 18-30, this being as much as 10,000 people.

The implications of the above population and demographic trends are several. For example, population stability and growth is seen as an indicator of an area’s well-being and, at the extremes, an indicator of the future viability of communities. Depopulation particularly in fragile areas can have an adverse effect on community confidence and service sustainability.

In addition, research undertaken by Futureskills Scotland suggests that job vacancies are harder to fill in the Highlands and Islands than in Scotland as a whole and these vacancies are more likely to be due to non-skills issues in the Highlands and Islands.  While the actual number of vacancies as a proportion of all jobs is still relatively small, there is a suggestion that lack of applicants and low numbers of job seekers generally is an important factor.  The research suggests that some areas of the Highlands and Islands are experiencing greater labour market pressures than the Scottish average, this leading many employers to increasingly explore non-traditional recruitment avenues such as migrant workers from outwith the UK.  

Research commissioned by HIE, Highland Council, Communities Scotland and Sector Skills Councils into the construction sector identifies that approximately £1.6billion is conservatively forecast to be spent across over 1000 construction and building services projects by 2010, creating an additional 900 FTE jobs in the sector. The shortage of labour in the skilled trades is identified as arguably the biggest challenge facing the sector and, while various actions are needed to address the sector’s needs, the importance of population growth to address skills shortages is evident. 
OBJECTIVES 

Population growth is not a short-term issue, nor solely focussed on labour market needs.  It requires a medium to long-term perspective and the building of a progressive tolerant society that appeals to people from far-away places as well as those closer to home.  However, the following over-arching objectives will help to underpin a “population strategy”.

· The aspiration for the region to have a population of half a million by 2025.

· 
The Highlands and Islands to be recognised as a globally attractive location where people chose to live, study, work and do business.

This suggests that in addition to numerical measures, success will be evidenced in a number of ways. In addition, and while absolute population numbers are important especially in fragile areas where service sustainability is inextricably linked to numbers, an important sub-set of overall population growth is the growth of the working age population. This is the prime focus of Scottish Executive initiatives such as Fresh Talent and a population strategy must therefore take due cognisance of demographic as well as overall population trends.  Finally, a population strategy must consider not only attraction but retention, this equally applicable to the resident population as to those who come to the region.

DIMENSIONS OF POPULATION GROWTH
Growing the (economically active) population of the region will be achieved in a number of ways.  These are identified diagrammatically below.  


The above diagram highlights a number of important points relating to population growth:

· Population growth, and associated initiatives, should be seen as complementary to rather than separate from other Scottish Executive policy priorities.

· Growing the economically active population requires consideration of people already in the region as well as attraction of people to the region.
· Understanding these various aspects of population growth implies a differentiated approach to various potential “target groups” and recognition that a “one size fits all” approach would be inappropriate.

· Any effort to grow population must be supported by a range of other activities, both to address constraints as well as to increase the attractiveness of the region.  (This point is returned to in a later section of this paper).

Strands 1, 2 and 3 (above) are about growing the workforce through people already in the region.  

(1)
More of the resident population staying in the region – as previous noted the Highlands and Islands has a shortfall in young people, many of whom leave the region for education or employment.  Such experiences and opportunities are beneficial yet, in recognising that this will continue, it  is equally right to recognise that there are likely to be some who, given the correct circumstances, would prefer to remain in the region. We must therefore seek to create attractive career opportunities, raise awareness of and promote such opportunities especially to young people, ensure quality learning opportunities are available within the region and in particular, higher education.  

Realising this has various implications. For example, it requires an outstandingly good careers service and related activities for young people, this a joint responsibility of Careers Scotland and Local Authorities. Such a service needs to combine career education and career planning with activities designed to provide insights into career opportunities, informed by high quality labour market intelligence and linked to initiatives such as Determined to Succeed and the national review of the curriculum. It also requires a sustainable network of learning centres maximising the benefits of technology to enable close to home learning opportunities even in the most remote parts of the region. Above all, it highlights the importance of securing university title for UHI, its development as a high quality higher education institution and the growth in student numbers from both within and outwith the Highlands and Islands.

(2)
More of the latent workforce is active – unemployment figures hide a latent potential workforce, individuals of working age but who for a variety of reasons are not active in the labour market. With unemployment rates at such low levels, 2% in the Highlands and Islands in September 05 compared with 2.6% for Scotland as a whole, engaging this latent workforce, which broadly equates to 4 times the numbers officially registered as unemployed, is important in seeking to address labour market shortages. Research suggests that approximately a third of this client group want to work and may need support in addressing barriers to employment. 

Current Welfare to Work policies, in particular priorities of Jobcentre Plus, are directed at addressing this client group. In addition, the Scottish Executive’s Employability Framework, scheduled for launch late 2005, will highlight the importance of a co-ordinated multi-agency effort to increase the number of individuals not engaged in the labour market move towards and into employment, with local employability plans likely to be a feature of the new National Framework.

(3) More positive policies towards older people / workers – attention is increasingly being paid to the rising proportion of older people within the population. This is scheduled to manifest itself in October 2006 when as a result of an EU Employment Directive, Age Discrimination legislation will be introduced in the UK. Some employers have already recognised the importance and value of recruiting and retaining older workers, particularly when considered along side skill shortages and the projected decline in school leavers. While recognising that not all will want or are able to work, 28.5% of those aged 50 to state retirement age were economically inactive in Scotland between March and May 2005, double the figure for those aged 35-49.

Consequently, rather than regarding the ageing population trend as solely problematic, we can in contrast view it positively and take proactive initiatives to capture the opportunities which this population group provides, a group which may be more significant as a proportion of overall population in rural areas in the future.  This applies to more positive recruitment and workforce policies by employers through to capitalising on the considerable knowledge and expertise which many older people, including those retiring to the region, possess.  With on-going concerns regarding pension provision and improved health into later life, there is potentially greater interest amongst this population group to remain active to some degree.

Strands 4, 5 and 6 are concerned with growing the population through the attraction of people to the region.

(4)
More people from the region return – while many young people leave the Highlands and Islands to study, many do not return to take up employment.  Research by HIE in 2004, commissioned to explore in-migration in selected parts of the Highlands and Islands showing significant population growth in the 1990s, namely Wester Ross, Skye and Raasay, and Arran, noted that around one-fifth of respondents in the research were returners, and returning respondents were less likely to be retired at the time of their move than other in-migrants from the UK.  They tended to be younger, with 44% under the age of 35.  Anecdotally there would appear to be interest in people from the region returning and we need therefore be effective in creating awareness of the opportunities in the Highlands and Islands which will be attractive to such people.

(5)
More people come from other parts of the UK – the majority of in-migration to the Highlands and Islands is from other parts of Scotland and the UK.  Most come for quality of life, have previously visited or have connections with the region, are of a demographic profile which does not differ substantially from the population as a whole, and though not necessarily of retirement age, are likely, by choice, to be less economically active.  The challenge in increasing this aspect of population growth is likely to focus on raising awareness of the opportunities and benefits of the region and creating positive impressions with those with little or no prior experience or contact, but who may be attracted to study, work and live here.
(6)
More people come from outwith the UK – research undertaken by HIE in 2005 indicates a considerable growth in the number in-migrants from outwith the UK to all parts of the region. National Insurance number applications indicate a six fold growth over the period 2001/2-2004/5, from 405 applications to 2555, and a doubling between 2003/4-2004/5.  Particular growth has come in the number of people coming to the region from EU accession states, accounting for 52% of all NI applications in 2004/5, a total of 1320 compared to 495 only one year earlier.  More recent figures suggest this growth trend is continuing although, as no measure is taken on those leaving the region, it is not possible to definitively quantify the actual number of workers from outwith the UK currently in the region.  The proactive recruitment of non-UK workers is likely to continue as employers seek to address recruitment difficulties and skill shortages.  A number of initiatives, including by the Highland Wellbeing Alliance, are taking shape to provide appropriate support in meeting the needs of migrant workers in the region.  

PROPOSED ACTIONS

While recognising the importance of all of the above strands, the following actions have prime though not sole relevance to population attraction, i.e. strands 4, 5 and 6. (This recognises that actions to address strands 1, 2 and 3 are linked to other policy areas although some suggestions have been made in the respective sections above).   To that end, 6 actions are identified as being important:

1.  
Creating Opportunities

In general, economically active people are attracted to places where they perceive there to be opportunities.  Migration is primarily a result of economic pull. In other words, growing the “economically active” population is inextricably linked to the ongoing creation of job opportunities.  Population growth is therefore not simply about supply; it is fundamentally about creating demand. We must continue to support the private sector in this respect, take the lead in innovative and ambitious projects which create the environment to stimulate the creation of new jobs whether through the further attraction of job dispersal opportunities, indigenous company growth and inward investment, and do so in sectors which are or will be important to the future growth of a knowledge economy.

2.
Targeted Marketing

While some population growth is likely to occur without proactive efforts, growth on the scale envisaged will require carefully targeted marketing initiatives. To do this effectively we need to be clear on our priority target groups – be they students to study at UHI, skilled workers to address areas of current and future skills shortages, knowledge-based workers for and to develop sectors of a growing knowledge economy, researchers, entrepreneurs to set up businesses in the region, etc. 


Different approaches will be required to attract different target groups, though some generic aspects will be applicable across a variety of audiences.  Any proactive marketing effort will need to do at least three things exceptionally well;

· It must capitalise on the known assets of the region in terms of quality of life, low crime rates and the natural environment, present the modern technology-enabled nature of the region and address the needs and aspirations of respective target groups identified through research;  

· It must incorporate such incentives and packages of assistance and support as is necessary to ensure we are and remain over a prolonged period, at the forefront of this internationally competitive market for skilled people.

· It must to capitalise on national initiatives in particular Fresh Talent, Talent Scotland, EURES and other international connections;

The above has the potential to be a compelling proposition. For example, is it unrealistic to imagine a focused effort to encourage entrepreneurs to establish businesses in the region if the known quality of life benefits can be successfully allied with technological connectivity, sophisticated premises, access to university facilities and expertise and high quality business support?

3.
Infrastructure Development


Successful population growth will require the necessary conditions to be cultivated and potential constraints to be addressed.  These most obviously relate to planning, availability of affordable housing, transport, health services etc.  The population challenge is therefore not simply about attracting more people; it is about ensuring the wide range of services required is being developed simultaneously.  


In this context it is important to appreciate the links between population and other component parts of “A Smart Successful Highlands and Islands”, not least the development of “place”.  Our attractive natural environment needs to be complemented by the built environment, the development of towns across the region as international standard gateways, the on-going technological enabling of the region through next generation broadband, and continued investment in community fabric and facilities, whether of a sporting, cultural or social nature.  All of these ingredients combine to form an attractive offering for new people coming to the region, and enhancing the region for current residents.


Depending on agreed target audiences, the implications for infrastructure development may require us to look in new directions.  For example, it is unrealistic to expect a growth in student numbers without the provision of student accommodation and other facilities expected of a modern 21st century university.  Likewise growing a knowledge economy or entrepreneurial new businesses may require a rebalancing of provision from advance factories to advance laboratories or incubators.

4.

Support Services

As with infrastructure development, support services must run parallel with any proactive attraction efforts to ensure that the experience of the region is positive.  The specific services required will be influenced by the target audiences – they may range from information easily accessed to, in the case of many migrant workers from outwith the UK, the provision of English language training, interpretation and translation services, skills upgrade etc.  Consideration may also need to be given to support services provided not just in the region but also overseas to assist those considering coming to the region.  This in turn may imply the region having a greater presence and investment in selected geographical parts of the world.


As with marketing, so likewise the provision of support services must seek to capitalise on existing infrastructure put in place by the Scottish Executive (such as the Relocation Advisory Service), and others.  Support services may also be required, not just by individuals but by businesses seeking to recruit, community groups and others involved with or affected by growing population.  There is also likely to be a training issue for all public agencies in equipping frontline staff with the skills to support new populations. 

5.

Promoting Integration

A crucial aspect of population growth is the effective integration of new population with the indigenous. It cannot be assumed that population growth will be universally welcomed and accepted across the Highlands and Islands, nor will a tolerant/diversity accepting region be achieved without effective dialogue with, and engagement of, local communities.  Integration can be assisted through attention to issues such as employment, housing, education and health. Likewise a sense of safety and security, language familiarity and cultural understanding – this a two-way process- can foster cohesion. Many lessons and best-practice can be gleaned from experiences elsewhere however effective communication, involvement in community activities, development of social links (for different age ranges) and where necessary, support systems are all likely to be components in ensuring integration. 
6.

Research and Monitoring

Actions which flow from consideration of population growth will need to be supported with a research and monitoring framework. Various issues need to be researched in more depth. And, as previous comments have alluded to the difficulty in measuring population stock (outwith census), particularly in relation to migrant workers, it is important to establish good statistical information allied to more qualitative and longitudinal measures of progress against agreed performance indicators.   

THE WAY FORWARD

Addressing the population challenge requires a multi-faceted approach, the success of which will be strongly influenced by how we collectively rise to the challenges set out in this paper. A number of important initiatives are already under way, for example,

· the announcement of an agreed route to university title for UHI 
· the establishment of an in-migration group by the Highland Wellbeing Alliance

· forming of linkages with Fresh Talent and the Relocation Advisory Service

· profiling of the region on websites aimed at non-Scottish audiences

· new approaches to engaging those not active in the labour market

· local initiatives in areas such as Ross & Cromarty, Orkney and Lochaber

In addition to this there needs to be 4 specific “next steps”. We need to;

1. influence relevant national thinking and policies where they have an impact on the aspirations for the Highlands and Islands, while focusing on those things which we collectively can do at our own hand.

2. translate the broad areas discussed in this paper into prioritised and practical action plans.

3. determine what can be best tackled at a regional level and what at local level

4. establish ways of working to ensure the active engagement of stakeholders and ensure effective implementation.

Highlands and Islands Enterprise

October 21st 2005
(1)


More of the resident population staying in the region





(2)





More of the latent workforce active





(3)


More positive policies towards older people / workers





(4)





More people from the region return





(5)





More people come to region from rest of UK





(6)





More people come to region from outwith UK





More people living, studying, working and doing business in Highlands and Islands





Highlands and Islands population of 500,000 by 2025








PAGE  
1

