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Introduction

The following briefing has been compiled from contributions from Scottish Government officials and Convention members. It contains sections on the following:

1. EDUCATION, RESEARCH and CULTURE

2. HEALTH

3. TRANSPORT

4. ENVIRONMENT and RURAL AFFAIRS

5. ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ISSUES

6. HOUSING and SOCIAL ISSUES

7. ECONOMIC BRIEFING
1. EDUCATION, RESEARCH and CULTURE
Official Opening of Two Black Isle Schools

Two Black Isle primary schools were officially opened on 25 January 2008 representing an investment of £7.5 million by The Highland Council.  The £3.9 million school at Culbokie replaces the old Victorian school in the village, which was no longer fit for purpose.  With a roll of 116 pupils and a further 17 children attending the nursery, the new school offers the indoor and outdoor space and facilities to ensure the very best learning opportunities.  

Resolis Primary, which replaces the former schools of Newhall and Cullicudden, has a school roll of 87 pupils, including 16 children who attend the nursery.  Before the school was built there was no nursery school provision in the catchment area which includes the communities of Culbo, Kinbeachie, Cullicudden, Wester Brae, Newhall, Balblair, the village of Jemimaville and the surrounding farms.  Built at a cost of £3.6 million, the school offers the same new facilities as at Culbokie Primary School but with 4 rather than 6 classrooms and is very much the focus for the community.  
Kate Lackie, Highland Council tel. 01463 702041
First Minister opens Scotland’s first purpose built Gaelic Medium School

The First Minister Alex Salmond formally opened Scotland’s first purpose-built Gaelic Medium School at Inverness 11 January 2008.  The £4 million Bun-sgoil Ghaidhlig Inbhir Nis is a focal point for Gaelic learning in the Inverness area, being available for a wide range of Gaelic-related events and performances. There are 101 primary and 50 nursery pupils.  The school features 7 classrooms and a resource area and is equipped with specialist seating to create a mini venue for Gaelic Cultural events. In addition there is a small recording studio, a parents' room for meetings and classes and accommodation for the Gaelic Community Learning Team which will be based in the new school.  The school also provides nursery and wrap around childcare for the Gaelic Community in the City.  Before unveiling a plaque to open the school, the First Minister said: “The opening of Scotland’s first purpose built Gaelic school is a significant moment – not just for Inverness but for the whole of Scotland.” 
Kate Lackie, Highland Council tel. 01463 702041
Skills Development Scotland

 Following the publication of the Skills Strategy in September 2007, the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Lifelong Learning announced the creation of a new national skills body.  Skills Development Scotland will come into being on 1st April 2008 and will assume responsibility for learndirect scotland, and the work of Careers Scotland and the skills interventions of the enterprise networks focused on individuals.  An interim Chief Executive, Board and Programme Board are overseeing the many aspects of the organisation’s formation.  

Andrew Ross, HIE, 01463 244240

Update on Gaelic Digital Service 

· The BBC Trust recently approved an application from the BBC Executive for a Gaelic Digital Service (GDS) run in partnership with Seirbheis nam Meadhanan Gàidhlig. The Service is scheduled to launch on the cable, satellite and broadband platforms before the end of March 2008  (though the launch is now likely to be later this year) but will not be available via digital terrestrial service (Freeview) until the point of digital switchover in 2010/11.

· Following an application in July 2007 the BBC Trust published provisional conclusions on the GDS proposal in November 2007, requiring the BBC Executive and Seirbheis nam Meadhanan Gaidhlig to produce further evidence on a number of issues. The Trust was concerned particularly with how the service would deliver its educational strategy and how it would appeal to an audience beyond existing Gaelic speakers. The BBC Trust also sought submissions by public consultations, through which HIE submitted a written response.  Seirbheis nam Meadhanan Gàidhlig had already secured the bandwidth for GDS and had intimated that the Service would go ahead with or without the backing of the BBC, but that a BBC hosted service would be preferable.   

· One of the conditions set down by the BBC Trust is that at least 50% of the newly commissioned content from the independent sector from launch, with the potential to give some impetus to the growth of the independent broadcast sector in the HIE region. Alan Esselmont, the newly appointed Head of Content at GDS, believes that the Stornoway Studio is the kind of facility that will bring maximum economic return in terms of local employment.  This accords with HIE's strategy to develop a Gaelic broadcasting cluster in the Stornoway area with consequent reinforcement of the Gaelic language in the area, and is comparable to similar successful developments in Co. Galway (Eire) with which Mr Esselmont was connected in his previous post with the Irish Gaelic channel, TG4.

Andrew Ross, HIE, 01463 244240

2. HEALTH
Shetland "Drink Better" Campaign
Shetland’s Alcohol and Drug Action Team (SADAT) have been looking for ways to tackle the culture in Shetland in relation to alcohol.  They have examined the experience of the Educ’alcool Programme in Quebec province in Canada, which, over the last 15 years, has brought about some impressive changes in the culture of drinking and the patterns of alcohol consumption. 

A short life working group, comprised of various SADAT members was convened to look at how the model of Educ'alcool can be adapted and implemented in Shetland. A local action plan for a campaign, to be called "Drink Better", is currently being drafted. 

Fiona Campbell, Alcohol and Drug Misuse Team, 01312443516

Abolition of prescription charges
On 5th December 2007, the Cabinet Secretary for Health and Wellbeing announced her proposals to phase out prescription charges over a three year period, delivering abolition by 2011 - one year ahead of the manifesto commitment. 

The Scottish Government believes that prescription charges are a tax on ill health, and can be a barrier to good health for too many people.  Abolition of prescription charges will ensure that people can access the health service when they need to and make choices about managing and improving their health.

The charge for a single prescription will reduce on 1 April this year from £6.85 to £5.00, a reduction of 27%, with further reductions to £4.00 and £3.00 until prescription charges are finally abolished on 1 April 2011.

Prescription Pre-payment Certificates (PPC) can help meet the costs of prescriptions for people who need to buy regular supplies of medicines.  PPCs can be purchased for either a 4 or 12 month period and cover the costs of all prescriptions needed within that period.  On 1 April this year, the cost of a 12-month certificate will reduce from £98.70 to £48.00 - a cut of more than 50% - with further reductions to £38.00 and £28.00 in subsequent years, until prescription charges are finally abolished in April 2011.  This deep cut in the cost of PPCs will provide real and immediate benefit for people with chronic conditions who currently pay prescription charges.

Brian O’Donnell, Primary Care Division 0131 244 2524

Waiting lists time

Information on NHS hospital waiting times will be provided to the Secretariat on 26 February 2008 - the date when validated data on Boards’ performance against targets for waiting times for NHS Scotland are published and will be issued as an addendum to the Highlights Paper. 

On 31 December 2007, national maximum waiting time targets for a first outpatient consultation, inpatient and day case treatment, key diagnostic tests, coronary heart disease, cataract surgery, hip fracture and Accident and Emergency were all due to be delivered by all NHS Boards in Scotland.

Margaret Duncan, Health Delivery Directorate, Performance Management Division

Waiting Times Briefing Team, 0131 244 2291

3. ENVIRONMENT and RURAL AFFAIRS

Renewable Energy

The Scottish Government’s announcement of an increase in the target for generating electricity from renewables – 50% by 2020 - sends a clear signal about the scale of its clean energy ambitions for Scotland.  We know that there is significant potential for renewables development across the Highlands and Islands, both onshore and offshore, and recognise that this can bring local employment and community benefit. The real natural heritage assets in the Highlands and Islands must work for the benefit of the people who live there, but we must do it sustainably. A number of recent and forthcoming measures can help us achieve these ambitions.

To assist the implementation of SPP6 expert advisors have been appointed and national guidance will be issued to support planning authorities prepare local supplementary planning guidance on on-shore wind farms.

The Government has announced plans to streamline the consenting process.  There is now a target time of 9 months for new large scale renewables applications - where there is no public local inquiry - and local Planning Authorities have a key role in helping Ministers meet this by ensuring they meet their statutory obligations in consideration of these applications.  

The Scottish Government will develop an action plan for renewable heat this summer.  A report from the Forum for Renewable Energy Development in Scotland (FREDS) has initiated this work by setting out recommendations on key actions to develop the sector.  

In the recent Spending Review we announced that we will triple funding for community renewables and microgeneration.  We will also shortly issue a consultation paper on permitted development for microgeneration on domestic buildings.

Gordon Patterson, 0141 242 5759
Planning Applications
An application under section 36 of the Electricity Act for the erection of a 53 turbine wind farm at Muaitheabhal, Isle of Lewis has been referred to DPEA.  A Reporter has been appointed by Scottish Ministers to hold a public local inquiry and to report to Ministers, who will make the final decision on this application. A pre-inquiry meeting to discuss the administrative aspects of the inquiry has been arranged for 7 March in Stornoway and dates for the inquiry will be discussed at this meeting.  As Scottish Ministers will make the final decision on this application it would not be appropriate for Ministers to comment on the merits of the proposal at this stage.

A planning application called in for determination by Scottish Ministers for the erection of a 3 wind turbines at Merranblo, Orkney has been referred to DPEA.  A Reporter has been appointed by Scottish Ministers to hold a public local inquiry and to report to Ministers, who will make the final decision on this application.  The inquiry commenced on 21 January 2008 and is scheduled to run for 2 weeks.  As Scottish Ministers will make the final decision on this application it would not be appropriate for Ministers to comment on the merits of the proposal at this stage.

A planning application called in for determination by Scottish Ministers and a planning appeal lodged with DPEA against the failure of Highland Council to give a decision on an outline planning application for retail development, both in Tain are currently being processed by DPEA.  A Reporter has been appointed by Scottish Ministers to hold a public local inquiry and to report to Ministers, who will make the final decision on this application and the appeal.  The inquiry was originally scheduled to take place in February 2008 but has been postponed due to Tesco wishing involvement in these 2 cases and that the fact that Tesco have submitted recently to Highland Council an additional application for planning permission for retail development in Tain.  If this latter application is also referred to DPEA an inquiry may take place to consider all three proposals.  As Scottish Ministers will make the final decision on the first 2 of these proposals and perhaps the last, it would not be appropriate for Ministers to comment on the merits of these proposals at this stage.

David Henderson

Head of Administration, Directorate for Planning and Environmental Appeals, 
tel.01324 696476
Coastal and Marine National Parks (CMNP) 

CMNP may have a role to play in the future but there are a number of more urgent priorities facing Scotland’s seas and coastal communities, including simplification of the complex regulatory system for the marine environment. 
Scottish Ministers do not in principle have an objection to a Coastal and Marine National Park if there is local support but would wish to address the other priorities first. 
Addressing the need to change the legislation governing Scotland’s marine and coastal environment will be complicated. It is sensible to take stock of how a Coastal and Marine National Park would sit within the broader context of marine legislation before making decisions about whether a Park would add value to the management of a local area.
The ten candidate areas identified in the previous government’s consultation on Coastal and Marine National Parks are all rich in natural heritage and deserving of recognition.  But nowhere was the support for designation conclusive or unqualified.  The Scottish Government will give future consideration to the proposals once marine legislation has been reviewed more generally.  Local consultation on more detailed proposals would be undertaken prior to the designation of any area as a Coastal and Marine National Park.

Chris Bierley, 01312445562
Sustainable Seas Task Force
The Scottish Government is committed to bringing forward dedicated legislation for Scotland’s marine environment. Any legislation will promote the sustainable use of the marine environment, to balance the use and protection of the seas. Richard Lochhead announced on 3 January 2008 the membership of a new national stakeholder group – the Sustainable Seas Task Force – to take forward plans for legislation and lay the foundations for a consultation later in the year. 

In the offshore zone - between 12 and 200 nautical miles from the shore – devolution for functions such as marine planning and nature conservation is a much needed priority.  It would align with existing Scottish responsibilities over fisheries management to allow a coherent, ecosystem based approach to the management of Scottish waters.

Richard Lochhead has approached UK Ministers to seek further devolution in the marine environment and we are currently considering this alongside the Defra Marine Bill proposals. 

Lorraine King, 01312446234

The Scottish Sustainable Marine Environment Initiative (SSMEI)

The Scottish Government is co-funding 4 pilot schemes as part of the SSMEI in Shetland, the Berwickshire Coast, Firth of Clyde and Sound of Mull.  These projects aim to identify new sustainable management approaches for the conservation of Scotland's marine resources and biodiversity. The process allows stakeholders to work together to identify and map suitable uses for their local marine environment. Each pilot will run for 3 years and will conclude with the publication of a marine spatial plan that gives recommendations on areas appropriate for various activities, possible development and/or protection. At the moment plans are developed without any legislative support. Their implementation is currently made possible through the adoption of the recommendations by local marine users, organisations or authorities. The plan for the Shetland pilot is due to begin consultation shortly. This will be done through scenario workshops, developing it accordingly, implementing some of the proposed initiatives and reviewing the usefulness of it. The Sound of Mull pilot began in July 2007 and aims to develop and deliver more integrated and sustainable management of the marine and coastal areas of the Sound of Mull through the preparation and implementation of a marine spatial plan. To this end the project team has established a Sound of Mull Working Group that includes stakeholders and regulators who have an interest in the marine and coastal environment of the Sound of Mull.  The Berwickshire Coast pilot differs slightly from the other pilots. It focuses primarily on the socio-economic benefits of a high quality marine environment on the local economy through work packages addressing fisheries, integrated harbour and visitor management.

David Mallon, 01312441560
Scottish Quota & Licensing

Fishing is a devolved matter, and a priority in Scotland.  To date, quotas and licensing have been managed jointly on a UK basis by the 4 Fisheries Administrations.  Following a two year review (with other Fisheries Administrations) and a taking stock exercise in summer 2007, the Scottish Government concluded that there are clear structural and policy differences between Scotland and the rest of the UK, and that the current joint UK quota and licensing management arrangements are not working.     

The Scottish Government intends to establish its own quota and licensing arrangements.  These arrangements will be tailored to fit the needs of the Scottish fishing industry, supporting a sustainable, profitable, and well managed  industry, and in particular to seek to maintain fishing rights in traditional fishing communities.  Discussions have been held with other Fisheries Administrations in the UK and our key stakeholders in taking this matter forward.  We are working towards a Scottish consultation in spring 2008, with implementation from January 2009.  The consultation will be the standard 3 month consultation, and during this period we will be meeting stakeholders throughout Scotland.  

Jim Watson, 0131244 4984
Sustainable flood management

According to the most recent flood maps almost 100,000 properties in Scotland are either at risk of fluvial flooding or lie within coastal flood zones.  A number of damaging floods have occurred in Scotland in recent years, and climate change scenarios predict that flooding will become more frequent and severe over the coming decades and there is growing recognition that to adapt we must take a more holistic approach to flood risk management.  Scottish Ministers have committed to developing a sustainable approach to flood prevention, and published their plans for consultation in February.   The broad objective in promoting new legislation is to provide the framework to ensure that a fully sustainable approach to flood risk management is in place across Scotland and to simplify radically the focus through which local authorities promote prevention measures.  The consultation proposes a strategic approach based on flood risk assessment and management planning.   The Bill will also transpose the EC Directive on the Assessment and Management of Flood Risks, and will reform the current legislation covering flood protection and prevention.  The removal of ring fencing from flooding budgets in the Spending Review gives local authorities more flexibility over how they provide flood prevention measures, offering communities greater protection.

Gabriela Pieraccini, Environmental Quality, 01312447711
Zero waste

The Cabinet Secretary for Rural Affairs and the Environment made a statement to Parliament in January which outlined the broad principles of the Government’s new approach to waste management.  In the 2007 Spending Review, existing spend on the Strategic Waste Fund was transferred to the general local government settlement. A short-life working group with COSLA is being established to make recommendations on how £100 million over three years of the new Zero Waste Fund should be allocated. A consultation will follow on potential legislative provisions which could help implement Zero Waste, and a Zero Waste Think Tank will be established, to provide advice to Government on moving towards Zero Waste.  

Other plans include a review of the National Waste Plan, continuation of our aim of stopping the growth in municipal waste by 2010, a target of 70% recycling and composting of municipal waste by 2025, and that no more than 5% of municipal waste to be sent to landfill by 2025.  Work will also be undertaken on new targets on reducing the amount of commercial and industrial waste sent to landfill. No more than 25% of municipal waste is to be treated by energy from waste by 2025.  The Landfill Allowance Scheme will be retained, but the Scheme will be reviewed by the Scottish Government and COSLA.  The £2.5m community recycling scheme will also continue.  

Gabriela Pieraccini, Environmental Quality, 01312447711

Scottish Climate Change Bill

The Scottish Government recognises that climate change is one of the most serious threats we face and is determined that Scotland will play its part in rising to the challenge that climate change poses. The Government has made increasing sustainable economic growth the overarching purpose of Government.  Sustainability is one of the three characteristics of growth outlined in the Government Economic Strategy and the strategy includes an accompanying target to reduce emissions over the period to 2011 to ensure the Government’s short-term economic growth target is met sustainably. We are also working with our UK partners on the UK Climate Change Bill which would set a target for the UK as a whole to reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 60% by 2050.  In order to strengthen Scotland’s contribution toward a more sustainable future, the Scottish Government is consulting on proposals for a Scottish Climate Change Bill, including: a mandatory target for reducing emissions by 80% by 2050; setting interim targets and reporting; providing for a source of independent advice and monitoring, and creating provisions to help reduce emissions or to adapt to climate change. A consultation event was held in Inverness conjunction with Highlands and Islands Enterprise on 13 February. The consultation will be open from 29 January to 23 April and is available on the Scottish Government website.  

Gabriela Pieraccini, Environmental Quality, 01312447711


Community energy
In the last few months community energy projects in the Highlands and Islands have been highlighted in the national media, showing that the area is leading the way on community renewables. The North Harris Trust's wind energy project secured planning approval; The Isle of Eigg switched on its renewable-powered grid and the Highlands and Islands Community Energy Company was nominated for a Guardian Public Service Awards and its Wind2Heat programme for a Scottish Green Energy Award.  The Westray community wind project is seeking tenders for the construction stage. In addition, HICEC held its largest ever conference at Sabhal Mor Ostaig at which over 70 community representatives from all over Scotland were present, reflecting the level of interest at community level in renewable energy development.  HICEC itself, with HIE's agreement, will now evolve into a new membership based organisation that will take forward community energy development in the Highlands and Islands and across Scotland more widely.    

Andrew Ross, HIE, 01463 244240

4. TRANSPORT
The Strategic Transport Projects Review 

The aim of the Strategic Transport Projects Review is to make recommendations to Ministers on the interventions that should form the next major land-based transport investment programme from 2012-2022.  Critically the STPR will also be set in the context of expectations of how we want our transport system to perform in the future.  The STPR aims to identify an indicative programme of interventions for the period 2012 to 2022 that will make a significant contribution towards the National Transport Strategy and help towards achieving the Government’s purpose of creating a more successful country through increasing sustainable economic growth.  The Review will deliver its findings to Scottish Ministers in the summer of 2008.   There is a possibility that some projects could be taken forward on a slightly earlier timescale, funding permitting, and other projects may be identified as requiring a longer delivery period beyond 2022.  

Steven Dickson, Transport Scotland, 0141 272 7554

Transport in the Inverness area 

The Scottish Government recognises the vital importance of Inverness as the capital of the Highlands and as a centre for economic growth.  The Strategic Transport Projects Review (STPR) recognises that Inverness is a strategic transport node for the Highlands.  This means that the STPR is looking in detail at the Transport corridors from

· Inverness to Wick / Thurso and Northern Isles

· Inverness to Ullapool and Western Isles

· Inverness to Fort William / West and Western Isles

· Aberdeen to Inverness and;

· Inverness to Perth  

Steven Dickson, Transport Scotland, 0141 272 7554

The Inverness Southern Distributor Road (ISDR) - B8082

To the south and west of Inverness, Highland Council are clear that they see the improvement of the B8082 as the key to unlocking development potential in that area and to providing a link between the A82 in the west and the A9/A96 in the east.  The existing A82 trunk road runs through the centre of Inverness.  The B8082 is now referred to locally as the Inverness Trunk Link Road (ITLR).  As a local road, rather than a trunk road, it is currently the responsibility of Highland Council.  Scottish Ministers have been lobbied extensively to support the development of the ITLR as a regionally strategic link road connecting the A82 in the west with the A9 and the A96 in the east.  Potential investment costs are estimated at around £100m.  As this level of investment is beyond the means of Highland Council approaches have been made to Ministers for financial support.  The STPR will take account of the Inverness South Connectivity Study carried out by Highland Council in relation to developing the B8082/ITLR as a strategic link road.   The Minister for Transport, Infrastructure and Climate Change has indicated that he will await the STPR reporting before any decision is taken on the issue of trunking and funding. 

Steven Dickson, Transport Scotland, 0141 272 7554

Highland Rail Issues – Highland Main Line

The Room for Growth report published by Highlands and Islands Enterprise in 2006 set out plans to improve the Highland Main Line to permit an hourly service and to reduce the journey time from 3 hours 20 minutes to 2 hours 45 minutes at an estimated cost of £54.5 million.  

The recommendations for improving journey times and increasing the frequency of services from the Central Belt to Inverness were included in ‘Scotland’s Railways’.  To implement this would require a combination of infrastructure works, procurement of additional rolling stock and timetable changes.  It is estimated that this project, which would improve line speeds and provide some double tracking, could be implemented by 2012 if feasibility work progresses quickly and funds for the project are made available.  An engineering study will shortly be commissioned to take the project to the next stage if feasibility work.  This work will validate the assumptions in the Room for Growth report, will provide better cost certainty and clearer information on the timescales for implementation.  The Room for Growth report was incorporated into Network Rail’s Route Utilisation Strategy and is mentioned in their Strategic Business Plan as an aspiration of Scottish Ministers and a priority project within the next control period.  

Steven Dickson, Transport Scotland, 0141 272 7554

The A9 trunk road

The Scottish Government is absolutely committed to planning for the duelling of the A9.  As a complex engineering project this is likely to take many years to implement.  With regard to the duelling of the A9, recent feasibility work has examined the possibility of duelling the A9 between Perth and Pitlochry.  The purpose of this study was to inform the Strategic Transport Projects Review (STPR) which will consider projects for inclusion in our programme of work from 2012 onwards.  In the meantime, to support this process Transport Scotland recently appointed a consultant to examine the section of route between Luncarty and Pass of Birnam, which has been identified as a priority section due to its high traffic flows.  This work will develop a more detailed engineering design for duelling.  This means that it will be one of the most advanced of all the projects being considered within the STPR.  Transport Scotland is currently pressing ahead with improvement schemes,  including key schemes such as the Ballinluig Junction, the extension of dual carriageway at Crubenmore and further WS2+1 overtaking schemes. 

Steven Dickson, Transport Scotland, 0141 272 7554

Aberdeen-Inverness Rail Services

Scotland’s Railways has an aspiration to improve service frequencies between Aberdeen and Inverness to hourly and the High Level Output Specification (HLOS) recommends that a plan allowing infrastructure enhancements to permit an hourly service should be developed.  Network Rail’s Route Utilisation Strategy (RUS) noted the constraints of the current infrastructure.  It did not however recommend building all the infrastructure required to operate an hourly service as the benefit to cost ratio did not support the investment.  Instead, the RUS suggested that the development of the line between Inverness – Elgin and Aberdeen – Inverurie, to deliver an enhanced service, was the best solution to providing the necessary capacity to manage future growth and passenger expectations.  It was noted that, with careful specification of the infrastructure enhancements, the option would remain to connect these more frequent services to create an hourly service throughout the route.  It was further suggested that a full multi-modal analysis should be carried out.  In discussion, the Minister for Transport, Infrastructure and Climate Change confirmed he was content that investment be focused on either end of the route in the first instance.  

Steven Dickson, Transport Scotland, 0141 272 7554

The A96 trunk road

The A96 trunk road runs between Aberdeen and Inverness and is some 170km in length.  On the whole, the A96 has a road safety performance better than the Scottish trunk road average.  The only single carriageway section of the A96 which has an accident rate worse than the Scottish trunk road average is the Huntly to Fochabers section.  Investment in the A96 during the current investment period to 2012 includes:

	A96 Schemes
	Details
	Status

	Newtongarry to Adamston
	Climbing lane
	Completed in 2004

	Coachford climbing lane
	Coachford climbing lane
	Completed in 2005

	Threapland
	Junction improvements
	Est. Start 2009/10

	Fochabers Bypass
	Fochabers to Mosstodloch Bypass
	Est. Start 2008/09.


Additional studies into the potential for improvements to the A96 are the Aberdeen to Inverness Multi-Modal Study and the A96 - Inverness to Inverness Airport Dualling Study mentioned at Paragraph 3 above.  

Steven Dickson, Transport Scotland, 0141 272 7554

A96 Growth Corridor Development Framework Plan

This local development plan outlines proposals for significant developments between Inverness and Nairn involving new communities along the corridor serving an additional population of 30,000 by 2041.  The Strategic Transport Programme Review requires to respond in this context and recognise a number of transport issues in and around the Inverness area.  Transport Scotland is committed to looking at those issues in an integrated way both across modes and across agencies.   Scottish Government and Transport Scotland officials have been working in close partnership with the Regional Transport Partnerships, HITRANS and NESTRANS, on the Aberdeen to Inverness multi-modal transport corridor study and the outcome of a design study for a dual carriageway improvement of the A96 between Inverness and Inverness airport.  Theses will feed directly into the STPR                

Steven Dickson, Transport Scotland, 0141 272 7554

The A82 trunk road 

The A82 Tarbet to Fort William Route Action Plan reported in 2006 and outlined a ten year improvement programme at an estimated cost of £90 million.  These recommendations will be considered as part of the STPR.  In the shorter term a £16 million investment programme is being planned for delivery over the next five years.  This package includes improvements at Pulpit Rock between Tarbet and Ardlui to remove a bottleneck at Loch Lomond and the traffic lights which have been there for 20 years, as well as a new Western bypass at Crianlarich, allowing A82 traffic to travel north and avoid the bridges, junctions and narrow roads in the town.  The current package of investment also includes road safety measures such as more signage, improved road markings, antiskid surfacing, drainage improvements, and work on carriageway width and junctions.  Drivers will also benefit from lay-bys being provided at 5 to 8 km intervals alongside the route and the addition of six new picnic sites to complement those already at Tarbet, Inveruglas and Loch Linnhe.        

Steven Dickson, Transport Scotland, 0141 272 7554
5. RURAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ISSUES
Tourism

Tourism is one of Scotland’s most important industries and has potential for significant growth, contributing to our sustainable economic growth.  The shared ambition with industry is to increase tourism revenue by 50% by 2015 as set in the Tourism Framework for Change strategy.  In the Highlands and Islands, tourism provides significant local employment (13%) but also contributes over 20% of total Scottish tourism revenues.  However, it is clear that tourism in the Highlands and Islands faces significant challenges, probably exceeding those faced in more urban areas.  Businesses and communities in the Highlands and Islands regard transport inadequacies as the biggest constraint on tourism and general economic development.  Current occupancy levels of accommodation providers are generally lower than elsewhere.  The Islands also consider that they have a distinctive tourism offering and often call for more independence from the national tourism framework.  VisitScotland is Scotland’s national tourism body, promoting Scotland to potential visitors, providing marketing and information and aiming to boost the quality of the tourism experience that is offered.  Current restructuring of VisitScotland is intended to improve it relationships with businesses and visitors, including taking account of special needs in rural areas.

Richard Arnott, Tourism, 0131 244 4133
Broadband connection

The Scottish Government is acting to extend affordable broadband to those who still cannot access the technology.   It is currently taking forward an open procurement for this purpose and this is proceeding well.  Dialogue is ongoing with short-listed bidders, with the Government aiming to sign a contract in April.  Solutions should be delivered over 2008, which will make broadband pervasive throughout the country.

Zahid Deen, Telecoms, 0141 2425561
Launch of National Food Policy Discussion Paper:  
The discussion paper “Choosing the Right Ingredients:  The Future of Food in Scotland” was launched by the Cabinet Secretary for Rural Affairs and the Environment on Tuesday 15 January, stimulating the debate about developing a National Food Policy for Scotland.  This is a cross-cutting policy engaging every Cabinet portfolio.  This process is inclusive and engaging, inviting people throughout Scotland to contribute their thoughts, ideas and views.  The Cabinet Secretary is seeking maximum engagement from all those with an interest in food in the Highlands and Islands area including members of the public, producers, processors and public and private sector bodies with a view to helping shape the future of a national food policy for Scotland.  On 28 January the Cabinet Secretary addressed the Highlands and Islands Food Forum and encouraged all those present to become involved in the discussion.  Further events are taking place around Scotland involving a variety of sectoral interests.  To join the debate visit www.scotland.gov.uk/food  

By the time the Convention meets, the European Commission is expected to have approved the Scotland Rural Development Programme (SRDP) 2007-2013.  The Programme is worth a total of some £1.6bn.
Lorraine O’Brien, Marine Directorate, 0131 244 6035
The LEADER Programme is part of the SRDP.  It will focus on innovative action to promote local social and economic development and is expected to get under way very shortly, with budgets allocated to a range of LEADER Action Groups (LAGs) throughout Scotland.  The Highlands and Islands partnerships other than Moray have submitted funding bids for the first round of awards, and can be expected to draw on the £33m available to be allocated for the period to 2013.  In addition, some £5m is expected to be allocated in the second round of awards, which will be made later in the year.  Funds are allocated on a competitive basis across Scotland, and depend on the assessment of bids made by an independent panel.  The allocation of funds to the Highlands and Islands will therefore be dependent on the quality of its local development strategies. 

An additional £19m of convergence (Objective 1) funding will be delivered through LEADER via the LAGs in the Highlands and Islands.  The Government will allocate convergence funding to the LAGs at the same time as it awards LEADER funding.

Iain Matheson, Rural Communities: Leader, 01312446161
Scotland Rural Development Programme

"The Scotland Rural Development Programme 2007-13 recently received approval from the European Commission's Rural Development Committee.  It will provide support to rural areas throughout Scotland to fund measures to tackle economic, environmental and social issues to the tune of £1.6 billion, including in the south of Scotland. This includes £19m of convergence funding for the Highlands and Islands Area plus match funding.

This support will be available for improving the competitiveness of the agriculture and forestry sector, improving the environment and countryside through land management and improving quality of life through diversification of economic activity.  In addition there will be considerable support through the LEADER measure which will deliver a locally-driven approach to innovation and development through local partnerships."
Michael. O’Neill, 0131 244 3376

Growing Community Assets

The Big Lottery Fund has now set the closure dates for their Investing in Communities fund (IIC).  HIE manages one of the four strands of IIC, Growing Community Assets which has approved funding to 42 varied community projects to date, committing £13.9million. The last date for submission of outline proposals for GCA funding will be 1st Aug 08, and the final date for receipt of applications will be 1st Dec 08.  The final Committee date for approval of applications will be 20 May 09.

At the most recent committee meeting Growing Community Assets awarded £227,666 towards a two year project providing training and employment in path building skills to Culag Community Woodland Trust in Assynt, Sutherland, almost £785,000 to the Assynt Foundation for redevelopment of the Glencanisp Lodge and £200,000 technical assistance to Poultneytown People’s Project to advance their Community Regeneration Centre proposal.

Andrew Ross, HIE, 01463 244240

Rural Advocacy in Scotland 

The recommendations of the recently-published Rural Advocacy in Scotland study were discussed separately during January with rural representative organisations and with the Cabinet Secretary for Rural Affairs and the Environment. There is a developing consensus across rural interests and within Government that a means needs to be found to improve communication on rural priorities between the rural population and the Government/wider public sector public sector, and that it is now time to take action. All involved are clear that any solution must be allowed to develop in a non-prescriptive, community-up manner, rather than any structures being imposed from Government or agencies.

Plans are therefore to be progressed as a priority for a major summit focusing on rural community empowerment, at which the main recommendations of the Rural Advocacy report will be outlined, and the options for taking them forward will be debated. In the meantime a party from Scotland will participate in the Swedish Rural Parliament’s international seminars in Lapland, in order to learn how the Swedes and other European countries manage such debate.   

Andrew Ross, HIE, 01463 244240

Raasay House

Some ten years after the prospect of community ownership of Raasay House was first raised with the people of Raasay, December 2007 finally saw the acquisition of the property from HIE by the Raasay House Community Company, who have been backed by a financial package of £4 million from HIE, the Big Lottery and Historic Scotland. The contract for the restoration of the property has been let, the main contractors ROK are already on site, and works are scheduled for completion by March 2009, when the Raasay Outdoor Centre will return as tenants to re-launch their business. The Community Company are already exploring other projects on the island, including turning the Walled Garden to productive use, acquisition of land from the Forestry Commission and investment in renewable energy projects. 

Andrew Ross, HIE, 01463 244240

Fàs – A Centre for Creative and Cultural Industries at Sabhal Mor Ostaig (SMO), Skye

The Board of Highlands and Islands Enterprise approved a total of £3.34 m (including £750k from the Scottish Government), towards the £7.2m overall costs of Fàs, in August 2006.  Completion of the building was expected by the end of February 2008.   Fàs – a centre for creative and cultural industries – will house a lecture theatre , meeting space, 420m² of letting accommodation, business start up offices, new media and digital television training facilities (compatible with BBC Pacific Quay in Glasgow), a learning centre, exhibition space, artist in residence space, and a crèche for use by staff, students and the community. The UHIMI Gaelic research and development project, in conjunction with Edinburgh, Aberdeen, and Strathclyde Universities, will also be housed. In addition to the new educational areas within Fàs the relocation of some existing tenants will release up to 340m² in other buildings. This space will be used for much needed teaching facilities and office space. The project will help sustain the 70 full time equivalent jobs in Sabhal Mòr Ostaig.   This project offers a chance to enhance the facilities and commercial linkages with one of the UHIMI’s key partners, and benefit a fragile area of the Highlands and Islands.

SMO is increasing its activity in research and within the creative industry. Businesses like Cànan Ltd and Leirsinn Research Centre are bridging the gap between Gaelic academia and commerce, which is essential to the revitalisation of the Gaelic language. 

Andrew Ross, HIE, 01463 244240

Population projections for the Highlands and Islands area

On 22 January, the General Register Office for Scotland published its biennial projections of the future population of Scotland’s council areas over the next 25 years.  The projections are based on recent trends in births, life expectancy and migration, taking no account of future policy or other changes.  This note summarises the projections for the Highlands and Islands (Highland, Orkney, Shetland, Eilean Siar, Moray and Argyll & Bute Council areas).  

· The population of the area is projected to rise by around 4% between 2006 and 2031 (from around 461,450 to around 480,760). 

· Most of this increase is projected to occur in the Highland Council area, where the population is projected to increase by 11% (over 23,000 people). The population of Orkney is projected to increase by 15% while the populations of Argyll & Bute (-1%), Eilean Siar (-6%), Moray (-2%) and Shetland (-10%) are all projected to fall.

· The population increases because in-migration is expected to exceed out-migration, despite a projected natural decrease (more deaths than births). This pattern is shared by each of the component council areas with the exception of Shetland, where there is projected to be net out-migration as well as a natural decrease.

· While the numbers of children (-13%) and people of working age (-4%) are projected to fall, the number of people of pensionable age is projected to increase (by 42%). Most of the council areas within the region follow a similar pattern, although the working age populations of Highland and Orkney are projected to increase in number (by 2% and 6% respectively).

· The projections crucially depend on the amount of migration.  If migration into Scotland runs at the same level as in the past 4 years, instead of (as the projections generally assume) falling back to approximately half that level as, for example, the large migration flow from the A8 countries tails off, the population of the Highland & Islands area is projected to rise to almost 508,000 (a 10% increase) by around 2031.

Duncan Macniven, Registrar General for Scotland, General Register Office for Scotland

0131 314 4435 

6. HOUSING and SOCIAL ISSUES
Report Praises Highland's Innovative Children's Services

Two national think tanks have published a report that highlights integrated children’s services in Highland as a prime national example of innovation in public services. The report by The Young Foundation  and the National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts (NESTA) examines why some areas innovate more effectively to meet social needs than others, and how these areas – like Highland - have gone further to create a culture of social innovation.  

It noted that the Council has made significant service improvements in a short period of time and that in 2006, the success of the integrated Children’s Services was recognised by the Scottish Government, which selected the Highlands as a Pathfinder for the rest of Scotland. 

The report concludes: “The Highland Council pioneered an approach to integrating Children’s Services in Scotland that was ahead of national strategy and practice in this field but was in tune with the direction of national policy priorities.  The Highland Council’s development of an integrated, multi-agency Children’s Service can be described as a radical innovation in the context of local and national approaches to service delivery.”

Kate Lackie, Highland Council tel. 01463 702041
ChildProtectionLine 
A national marketing campaign will take place over 8 weeks during February and March to raise the public's recognition of the ChildProtectionLine (CPLine), the national 24-hour free phone gateway to local child protection service providers, and to promote the message that child protection is everyone's business.  The CPLine was launched in February 2007, and because of limited opportunities last spring for marketing the service during the run up to the election, call volumes have been lower than anticipated.  Ministers decided last September that they wished to give the service a chance to demonstrate its value by investing in a national marketing campaign.  Reaction to the CPLine from Child Protection Committees (CPCs) has been mixed, and the marketing campaign will be tailored around the individual requirements of CPCs.  Of the CPCs in the Highlands and Islands area, Argyll and Bute, Highland and North East Scotland will be actively included in the campaign, with phone kiosk adverts, PR activity, and advertising in local press and local radio (North East Scotland CPC covers Aberdeen, Aberdeenshire and Moray).  Shetland and Orkney CPCs have opted to be excluded from the marketing campaign, as it could potentially clash with their own marketing activity for local child protection phone lines, so we will not be actively promoting the CPLine in these local authority areas. 
Peter Hope-Jones  0131 244 1705
7. ECONOMIC BRIEFING

1. Overview

· Section on population is above

· Unemployment has fallen significantly in recent years and is consistently below the Scottish average (though there is greater seasonal variation). Similarly, employment is at record highs. 

· Median wages are lower than in Scotland in general, as is output per head.

· The business birth rate and the stock of businesses (per 10,000 population) are higher than for Scotland as a whole, as is employment in small businesses.

· Given this, the challenges facing the Highlands and Islands are not simply about creating jobs or increasing the business birth rate.  Greater reliance on low value-added and often seasonal activity with commensurately lower wages means a key challenge is to promote economic diversification, particularly into higher value-added, year-round activity. In the longer-term, the area faces demographic challenges.

2. Employment

· There were 223,000 people in employment in H&I local authority areas in the year ending March 2007, giving an employment rate of 81 per cent.  This was higher than for Scotland overall (76 per cent).  Between 1999 and 2006 (latest full year for which data is available) employment in the H&I increased by 4 per cent.  This was lower than the growth witnessed nationally (5 per cent). 

· Public administration, education and health is the dominant employment sector in the Highlands and Islands, with 39 per cent of the total workforce, 3 percentage points more than the Scottish figure. 

· The second biggest sector is distribution, hotels and restaurants (25 per cent, 3 percentage points greater than Scotland as a whole) reflecting the importance of tourism to the local economy.  Construction employs 6 per cent of the population higher than the Scottish figure of 5 per cent, likely as a result of local builders serving local markets, particularly in island and remote communities, and by work to accommodate population growth.  

· The Highlands and Islands have a greater proportion of employees in registered businesses in agriculture, forestry and fishing at 5 per cent in 2005-06 compared to 1 per cent for all Scotland.

· The banking, finance and insurance sector employs proportionally fewer than in Scotland generally, 10 per cent of the H&I workforce compared to 19 per cent of the Scottish workforce, though, as in Scotland generally, this has been rising.

· Female employment in the area is far more concentrated in certain sectors than male employment, particularly in the public administration & health and distribution, hotels & restaurants sectors.  This is also true in Scotland as a whole, though not to the same extent.

· Employment in the Highlands and Islands is considerably more concentrated in small enterprises than in Scotland. 

3. Unemployment

· The claimant count unemployment rate in November 2007 was 2 per cent in the H&I local authority areas (compared with 2.6 per cent in Scotland).  This comprised 4,800 claimants. 

4. Average Earnings

Median earnings for full-time workers in the Highlands and Islands for April 2007 were £406 per week. This is 8 per cent lower than the figure for Scotland as a whole (£441). Average weekly earnings were £468 for males and £337 for females. The wage differential between Scotland has narrowed from 11 per cent in 2006.

5. Regional GVA

Gross Value Added (GVA) per head in the Highlands and Islands area rose from £8,352 in 1996 to £13,276 in 2005, an increase of 59 per cent. GVA per head in Scotland rose by 49 per cent during this period (from £11,377 to £16,943).These figures are at current prices and therefore unadjusted for inflation.

6. Business Births

· The Highlands and Islands have a consistently higher business birth rate than that for Scotland. In 2006, the H&I local authorities had 31 business births per 10,000 of the adult population, compared with 28 in Scotland (measured by businesses registering for VAT). 

· In January 2007, there were 18,745 VAT registered businesses in the Highlands and Islands. This comprised 14 per cent of the total VAT registered business stock in Scotland. This is equivalent to a stock of 496 businesses per 10,000 resident adult population, well above the Scottish average of 326 businesses per 10,000 population.  

· VAT registrations are not the only means of measuring business births. The Committee of Scottish Clearing Bankers (CSCB) records the number of new business bank accounts opened. There were 2,174 new business accounts opened in the Highlands and Islands Enterprise Area in 2006, 9 per cent of the total for Scotland. 

· There has been a 17 per cent increase in the number of self-employed in H&I local authorities, to 32,000, from 1999 to 2007. The proportion of self-employed in the Highlands and Islands workforce was 14 per cent in 2007, which exceeds the Scottish proportion of 11 per cent of the workforce. 

· The higher start-up rate, stock of businesses and self-employment proportion can be explained by the smaller population each business is serving as compared with urban areas, the limited potential for the growth of businesses and the relative absence of large employers. Though the figures suggest higher levels of entrepreneurship some of this may be through necessity due to a lack of alternative economic opportunities.
7. Business Survival Rates

· Business survival rates are measured at one and three year intervals by the Small Business Service using the VAT data.  Of firms registering in 2004, one year survival rates in the H&I local authorities was 92.7 per cent which had fallen from 95.4 per cent for firms registering in 2003. 

· However, this is higher than the figure for Scotland of 91 per cent of firms with one year survival rates registering in 2004. At a local level, the figure ranged from 91 per cent in Moray to 94 per cent in Argyll & Bute.

· Three year survival rates of firms registering for VAT in 2002 ranged widely between the H&I local authorities from 75 per cent in Eilean Siar with Highlands to 84 per cent in Orkney and Shetland though all were above the Scottish figure (70 per cent).

· Typically we would expect the business survival rates to be highest in rural areas due to a lower intensity of competition than in urban areas.  A high survival rate is not necessarily desirable since the replacement of old by new enterprises is an important source of economic dynamism and renewal. 

8. Labour Market Skills and Shortages

· In 2005, the proportion of the population originally from the Highlands and Islands enrolled in Higher or Further Education was 9.2 per cent.  This compares to 10.9 per cent for Scotland overall.

· In 2006, 26.9 per cent of residents in the Highlands and Islands of working age held qualifications at or above SVQ level 4 (HND, degree or professional qualification). This was lower than the Scottish average which was 32.1 per cent. 11.9 per cent had no educational qualifications in 2006, lower than the Scottish average of 13.7 per cent.
· In 2006, vacancies in the HIE area were more likely to be hard-to-fill, (3 per cent of employees and 60 per cent of vacancies in the HIE area compared to 2 per cent of employees and 48 per cent of vacancies in Scotland). A skill shortage occurs where a vacancy is hard-to-fill because candidates lack the skills, qualifications and/or experience required for the job. There were 1,700 skill shortage vacancies in the HIE area, which equated to 1 per cent of employees, the same as the rate for Scotland as a whole.

· Whilst participation rates in Modern Apprenticeships and Skillseekers are the same in the Highlands and Islands as in the rest of Scotland, participation rates in Training for Work and the New Deal are lower than in the rest of Scotland.

9. House Prices

House prices have been rising faster than in Scotland overall and the 2005 median house price in the Highlands and Islands was £88,000 compared with £89,000 in Scotland generally.

Jo Perman
Assistant Economist

0141242 
� Depending on availability, data is shown either for the Highlands and Islands Enterprise area or for the following local authorities combined: Argyll & Bute, Eilean Siar, Highland, Moray, Orkney and Shetland. 
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