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1. Opening remarks
2. The Convener of the Highland Council, Sandy Park welcomed everyone to the Convention.  He thanked the Scottish Government for the recent announcement of improvement on rail journey times on the Inverness to Edinburgh line and the investment to transfer freight to rail.  He said that improving connectivity was key to bringing the significant economic growth achieved in the Inverness area to the whole region.  Mr Park concluded by encouraging all members to make use of the potential of the Convention as the forum to discuss and decide how best to ensure the future sustainability of our communities.
3. Apologies for absence
3.1.  Apologies were received from Garry Coutts and Roger Gibbins of NHS Highland, Calum Macdonald of Forestry Commission, from Pat Buchanan of Visit Scotland and from Betty Fullerton of NHS Shetland.

4. Minutes of the meeting of 3 March 2008 and outcomes.
4.1. The minutes of the last meeting were agreed as a true record.

4.2. The table of outcomes and updates were distributed to all members.
5. Cabinet Secretary for Finance and Sustainable Growth opening remarks. 
5.1. Mr Swinney commented on the very serious and constraining economic circumstances now prevalent and explained that the Scottish Government intended to respond to that challenge by adjusting and realigning its programme of activity.  As a result of which he said that the Scottish Government focus of delivering increased sustainable growth was even more important.  He began the Convention by encouraging all members to identify ways to support the agenda of making Scotland a more successful country.

6. SPATIAL PLANNING COHI (08)(04) was presented by SNH and HIE.
6.1. Amanda Bryan of Scottish Natural Heritage opened this presentation and she explained that spatial planning is a process which must involve all interested parties.  She challenged the Convention members to consider how one public body’s vision will impact upon others and upon Scotland.  The example she chose was the Forestry Commission’s aim to plant 10,000 hectares of forestry per annum around Scotland – to plan this as well as possible the process must include all the interested parties because this plan will have far reaching implications for example to the ports, transport, communities, housing, timber processing and supply chain. 

6.2. The chair of HIE, Willie Roe, focused his presentation on the specific challenges that the Highlands and Islands face in a global economy.  He said that there is increasing competition for our products and we must be ensure our region is as competitive as possible.  He quoted from Michael E. Porter, a Professor at Harvard Business School and leading authority on competitive strategy, the competitiveness and economic development of nations, states, and regions, who said that  ‘the paradox of globalisation is that location still matters’. 
6.3. Mr Roe considered our challenge of growing the population which he said required ambitious planning and he explained that we must focus on attracting the younger end of the economically active population.  To do that the HIE 2008 youth migration study key findings give an indication of the things that matter to young people.  These include: well paid employment and career progression. He said that a policy focus to provide this must be balanced with a policy to ensure we maintain a ‘quality of place’ and this should include great natural and built environments.  
6.4. Greg Lloyd who was co opted for his expertise, explained that spatial planning is a process which delivers ‘leadership’ because it creates a process which allows us to plan the future development of communities (or territories) while recognising their different geographies and political ambitions.  It raises very serious questions about the trade-offs that need to be made between economic development, economic change, environmental quality, types of people and of communities.  He gave an example of the Randstadt Plan to 2040 in which policy makers recognise that Amsterdam can not grow without considering other cities therefore the plan has to address the connectivity or territorial cohesion between different cities.  He explained that collaborative models of engagement were needed to offer a much more open and transparent process.  He ended by stressing the value of the spatial planning process because he said, it demonstrates leadership and that leadership will provide the means to promoting consistency and confidence for all players including the communities.  He finished his point by saying therefore that the spatial planning process will give a clear sense of vision.  
6.5. Discussion points that came out of plenary: 

· There is a need to create a vision for a Highlands and Islands-wide integrated plan for 30 years.  Within it all new capital infrastructure projects must show what the added value is.  This would form a strategic plan from the Highlands and Islands perspective. 

· The legal responsibility rests with the local authorities who have to work together with local agencies and with national bodies of Scottish Water and SEPA to  balance economic growth with a care and concern for the environment. 
· There is an increased role for public bodies in strengthening communities; capacity building to enable the emergence of strong community leaders and create vibrant local communities.  At times when the policy makers engage with communities, achieving community buy-in is difficult.  Communities may encounter problems in accessing the public bodies’ investment plans for the community.  Transparency must be improved in future and access to plans made straightforward to enable greater connection for communities with the public bodies.  

· Where that engagement works well (example given of NHS new hospital in Broadford) this has sent a very powerful long term statement of intent and confidence in Skye. Confidence matters greatly and underpins the sustainability of communities as it affects every household decision.  Example given of Drumnadrochit futures which is a project to engage a community in decisions about its future see link attached:  http://www.highland.gov.uk/NR/rdonlyres/D41126AB-5310-4633-A535-476642C7472A/0/DrumnadrochitFutures.pdf.
· Joint working is at the heart of all forward thinking. Key to sustainability on the islands is a strategy which focuses on how to retain population and employment and the importance of health care.  
· Development plans must be flexible so they do not prevent development but  allow communities to profit from opportunities in the future. Development plans  must be prepared faster so that modern up to date plans are driving development today.  For example plans must ensure that communities who want to take forward renewable energy projects can do so.  
· The Single Outcome Agreements have put the structures in place and there has been community buy in. 
· The long term plan of creating a great regional university will help build sustainable communities because the majority of UHI students are 25 and over and part time.   However, campus accommodation for young people is required in Inverness and elsewhere.  

· Press coverage of the planning process is often negative.  One suggestion may be to use the media in promoting and in proactively thinking about the options.  Championing the future of communities.  Growing the population of economically active age should lie at the centre of the decision making to ensure sustainable communities.
· CoHI was given as an example of a Highlands and Islands model of joint working which could be used more going forward as a way to find solutions in the future.  
· Need to champion quality and sustainable planning of the built environment.

6.6. The Cabinet Secretary for Finance and Sustainable Growth commended the paper saying that the case studies had brought it to life and that the Highlands and Islands policy makers must ensure the ‘quality of place’ is preserved.  He said with the second National Planning Framework in place, the next step would be to make the vision central as it is the first step towards successful outcomes.  Without that vision he explained, a country will just stagger from one application to another.  He agreed that collaboration offers the best way forward, and that we must work together to find the best way to handle community engagement by championing examples of best practice.
6.7. He explained to the Convention that in the Munich area of Germany as a result of sophisticated master planning, areas of neglect have seen total transformation.    He concluded by saying that the Scottish Sustainable Communities Initiative offered a great opportunity and that discussion today would help inform the paper to be discussed at the next CoHI in Arran (the practical impacts of Single Outcome Agreements and Community Planning Partnerships) and that he was in no doubt that the Highlands and Islands have a significant part to play to compete in this intensely competitive environment.

7. FUTURE OF CROFTING COHI (08)(05) was presented by the Minister for the Environment.
7.1. Mr Russell explained that crofting is important: it provides land for housing and  keeps people rooted in their communities and in their land.  He said it attracts people in and grows the economy.  He told the Convention that there would be a draft Bill for consultation in the Spring that would make changes to crofting legislation.  Consolidation and simplification of crofting law would follow in a second Bill later.  He said that the current remit of Crofters Commission of regulation and of development created a conflict of interest and therefore regulation will stay with the Crofters Commission.  The strategic issue of developing crofting will go to HIE who must see crofting as a vital part of the future, a uniquely successful part of the Highlands and Islands.
7.2. 
The Minister said that the policy must enable crofters to make decisions themselves and challenged the Convention members to think about how crofting township development plans could be encouraged.   

7.3. Discussion in plenary included the following:
· Positive support from the floor to the Mark Shucksmith report and the Scottish Government response and to working with HIE and other agencies to trying to set up more crofts.

· To create new crofts and the maintenance of crofting agriculture is to increase population which may mean the survival of a community.  This must include tackling absenteeism: To remove a croft is to remove a lifeline and is extremely difficult.   However, absenteeism can be as high as 25% of croft land. 
· To encourage crofting there is a need to explore processes and simplification of  crofting legislation will help the process work more smoothly.  As well as the need to support individual crofting units, there is a need to work with the grain of the community to support co operatives, grazing committees and other infrastructure to help the crofting method of agriculture to be sustained.
· Crofting must be about stock rearing because if there are no grazing animals then the drove roads will be lost. While one of the key outcomes must be a high quality environment it is the active crofting management through stock rearing which has maintained the high quality environment such as the machair.  
· Changes to the Common Agricultural Policy have resulted in a decoupling of the public subsidy from production.  Public money should be used to support activity.  The focus on stock production should be supported and that  will give the crofter a sense of pride.

· There are a significant number of small crofters who are not ‘in the loop’ as regards being able to apply for Rural Priorities or any other financial incentives.
· Structures and processes which are important: Joint Crofting Committee should be brought back.  Despite the decision to remove development from the Crofters Commission there must be a link between regulation and development.
· Crofting is a model which gives people a home base and a business.  It is a sustainable model for rural development which keeps people connected to the land.  

· A possible future model to consider to develop crofting townships is where the plan is written by the community with experienced professionals.  ‘Growth at the Edge’ is about community development from the bottom up, in partnership working with HIE and the local authorities.  It is about working up projects which use the best practice from the past and present day to enable crofting communities to be ambitious in this way policy will enable community capacity building and leadership.  

· Several Convention members talked of their commitment to provide new crofts in particular Shetland where new crofts on Fair Isle have had 800 applicants.
· Recognition of the successful community engagement in West Harris where there was a 90% turn out for the buy out of Scottish Government estates, of whom 77% were in favour.

7.4. Chair of the Crofters Commission, Drew Ratter summed up and responded and talked of the uniqueness of the crofting system to Scotland and how it can help to retain economically active people in the rural areas.  He made a commitment to tackle absenteeism and suggested through firm action and development of new crofts that 500 new crofts could be created.
8. First Minister addressed the Convention and informed the audience that his Scottish Cabinet had met in The Highland Council Town House in Inverness in August 2008.  He explained that the same venue was once before the location of the only British Cabinet to meet outside London in 1921.  On that occasion Lloyd George’s Cabinet had to decide on the way forward for what became the Free State Treaty.  

8.1. Mr Salmond announced the agenda of Strategic Transport Projects Review, the Single Outcome Agreements and Community Planning Partnerships and Renewables, for the next meeting to take place in Arran on  the 23rd March 2009.  
8.2. He talked of the stabilisation measures underway, the impact of the reduction in credit availability and the resulting tightening within the real economy.  He described the momentous impact of the Lloyds TSB takeover of HBOS and explained that the success of many of the Scottish companies such as Stagecoach or Moray International Metals was largely thanks to the innovative financing of HBOS and before that the Bank of Scotland which he described as ‘hardwired into the social and economic fabric of Scotland’.
8.3. The First Minister of Scotland spoke with great enthusiasm of Scotland’s unique competitive strengths in renewables.  He quantified that success by explaining that a total of 5.6 gigawatts of renewable energy projects in terms of electricity generation,  were either installed, under construction or consented.  This he said showed that the target of 31% for 2011 was going to be exceeded and that the target of 50% for 2020 was achievable.    As regards the two other aspects of the target: transport and heating, First Minister explained that Scotland has some way to go to meet the target of 10%.  He talked to the Convention of the value of biomass schemes as one of a range of renewable technologies to achieve that target.  He concluded by saying that in the midst of the financial crisis it is even more important to harness the great natural resources of Scotland because it offers energy security, economic security and huge and substantial opportunities for growth, because there is no part of Europe with more favourable resources than the Highlands and Islands .  
8.4. Various questions were put to First Minister which included: the need to electrify the entire railway and the need for a subsea connection.  Mr Salmond explained that improvements were being made on the railway and that further announcements would follow through the Strategic Transport Project Review and that a study was underway with the Irish Republic and Northern Ireland as regards a cable on the west coast and that there is a proposal pending to explore a cable on the east coast.  
9. YEAR OF ISLAND CULTURE COHI (08)(IP)(01) was presented by the Convener of Shetland Islands Council, Sandy Cluness who explained that each local authority who has islands would appoint a representative and this committee would look at setting objectives and targets.  SNH explained that they were fully in support of this and would offer to host 2 events on Noss and Rum and to input to steering group as deemed appropriate.

10. THE PROVISION OF HOUSING IN THE HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS COHI (08)(06).  Michael Foxley, Leader of the Highland Council, introduced the housing paper which had been written by his Council with contributions from other partners.  He explained that the big issues were: housing supply, the affordability of housing, housing the homeless, the need for creative finance to enable small rural housing schemes and the need to set the standard of sustainability.

10.1. Following Dr Foxley, Allan Maguire talked through the challenges of delivery of housing in the Highlands with high infrastructure costs, high tender prices (lack of companies and labour on the west coast), land ownership issues and little speculative development.  He said that the local housing development forums were offering examples of good practice.  The Highland Council presentation was concluded by David Goldie who explained to the Convention the serious challenges facing the Highlands and Islands in terms of meeting housing need and addressing the Council’s housing debt within the confines of affordable rent (Highland rents being the second highest in Scotland after Edinburgh).  He explained that the number of people presenting as homeless had increased and that the more rural the area the less fuel efficient the house – and the increase in number of households in fuel poverty with almost 45% in the Western Isles.
10.2. The Convention broke into breakout groups, the results of which have been distributed separately.

10.3. Discussion in plenary covered the following topics:

·  Shocking reality of housing stock in the Highlands and Islands at or near the bottom of all leagues.  If there was a massive investment in insulation this would help meet renewable targets, reduce fuel usage, enhance quality of life and prevent fuel poverty.

· CoHI could have potential as a valuable place to crack solutions to problems and to learn from each other. 

10.4. The Minister for Communities and Sport concluded for the Scottish Government by thanking the Highland Council for the thoughtful presentations.  He summed up the Government’s focus on 4 elements of: increased housing supply; greater choice of housing for the lower income bracket; housing development to contribute to the development of sustainable mixed communities and lastly social housing that provides better value for public expenditure.
10.5. Mr Maxwell reminded the audience that recent announcements were designed to accelerate funding in the affordable housing investment programme.  He focused on the particular challenges in relation to ensuring that there is a quality, cost effective housing supply in the Highlands and Islands.  
10.6. He remarked that it was incumbent upon all the public bodies to make available surplus land for housing such as the agreements already in place with the Ministry of Defence and the Forestry Commission.  He drew attention to the Vacant and Derelict Land Fund investing approximately £4.5 million between 2008 and 2011.  Mr Maxwell mentioned that Scottish Government were in discussion with COSLA over the policy of Council tax on second homes.  As regards the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation he suggested it would be more advantageous to better understand rural disadvantage than to attempt to adjust further the methodology for measuring it.
10.7. The Minister acknowledged the housing related issues facing much of rural Scotland: he appreciated that homelessness is essentially a problem of supply; that fuel poverty is more than twice as likely in rural areas; that there are ongoing issues as regards debt write off and in reaching the Scottish Housing Quality standard.  In terms of his commitment to deal with these problems, Mr Maxwell highlighted the acceleration of housing investment across Scotland, and he talked of the work of the Carbon Emissions Reduction Target strategy group in seeking to oblige energy companies to target fuel poverty nationwide.  He applauded the work of the public bodies in collaborating to create innovative solutions such as the Jura Progressive Care Centre; the renewable schemes in Skye and the West Highlands.  He mentioned that Rural Housing Issues were being addressed by the Housing Supply Task Force and by the Rural Affairs and Environment Committee – both of which were meeting later in the year with reports to follow.
10.8. He concluded by commending the work of groups like the Highland Housing Alliance which have made tremendous progress in finding innovative solutions.  He commended the community engagement model in Alness which has made a substantial difference to its town centre.
11.   The Concluding Outcome Plenary was chaired by the Cabinet Secretary of Finance and Sustainable Growth and the agreed outcomes have been distributed and can be accessed via the website.
12. Mr Swinney concluded the proceedings for the day by thanking the Highland Council for the use of the Council Chamber and in particular the Council employees Andy Grant and Gordon Morrison who had been a huge help.

13. The event closed at 17.00


