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1. TRANSPORT
Investment in rolling stock refurbishment and station improvements

On 19 December 2006 the Minister for Transport announced an investment of over £20m which will deliver a programme of rolling stock refurbishment and station improvements much of which will benefit passengers in the Highlands.  Class 156 and class 158 trains are being refurbished to improve passenger experience on the Far North Line, the Kyle line, the West Highland line and other routes.  The refurbishment of 25 two car 158 units includes new seating and layout, improved spacing, storage and refurbished toilets.  This will improve passenger comfort and facilities and help make services more attractive to commuters and tourists in the Inverness area.  As part of the investment, a £700,000 station improvement package has been agreed for Fort William, in partnership with HITRANS and First ScotRail.   

Contact: Steven Feeney, Scottish Executive 0141 242 7449

Air Discount Scheme

The Air Discount Scheme was introduced in May 2006.  It offers a 40% discount on the core air fare to residents of the most peripheral parts of the Highlands and Islands travelling within these areas or to and from the main population and economic centres of Scotland in Inverness, Aberdeen, Edinburgh and Glasgow.  It is designed to improve connectivity and social inclusion for residents in Orkney, Shetland, the Western Isles, Islay, Jura, Caithness and North West Sutherland.  Students with their main residence in these areas are also eligible for membership.  The Scheme has had a successful start since it was  launched.  Over 90,000 residents have registered representing around 90% of the eligible population.  Between May and December 2006, over 74,000 flights were booked accessing the 40% discount.  Uptake is expected to continue to increase as residents become more familiar with the benefits offered by the Scheme.
Contact: Martin Ritchie, Scottish Executive tel. 0131 244 0907
Ferries  
In preparation for the tendering of the Clyde and Hebrides ferry services exercise, the former Caledonian MacBrayne Ltd was restructured, from 1 October 2006, into an asset owning company (Caledonian Maritime Assets Ltd) and a ferry operations company (CalMac Ferries Ltd).  Invitations to Tender for the services were issued to V Ships and CalMac Ferries Ltd in December 2006 but V Ships withdrew from the competition on 29 January 2007.   The tendering process will continue with the one remaining bidder to bring the subsidy arrangements into line with European law.  It is envisaged that the new contract will be in place later this year.  The market testing exercise designed to establish whether the Gourock-Dunoon ferry service could be operated on a commercial basis, with no subsidy, failed to identify an operator.  Ministers are now considering the next steps for this route in conjunction with local representatives.  The Executive had agreed with the Northern Ireland Office (NIO) early in 2006 that work should continue to see if a suitable operator could be identified for the Campbeltown-Ballycastle Ferry Service.  However, the NIO has now confirmed to the Executive that they are unable to fund their contribution to the proposed subsidy for this service.  Scottish Ministers will now reassess the situation in light of this disappointing news and will make further information available as soon as possible.
Contact: David Hart, Scottish Executive tel. 0141 242 7277
Trunk roads

Transport Scotland is committed to building on the substantial investment we have already put into the strategic trunk road network serving the needs of businesses and communities in the Highlands and Islands.  Transport Scotland will deliver further planned investment of more than £90m during the current programme, in addition to our extensive programme of on-going maintenance work.  This investment builds on 2 recent studies (both published 16 April 2006) which looked in detail at the A9 from Perth to Blair Atholl (Route Improvement Strategy Study) and at the A82 from Tarbert to Fort William (Route Action Plan).  [This will include investment in additional overtaking opportunities on both the A9 and the A96 and work starting on the £19m Arisaig to Loch nan Uamh project to complete the upgrading of the Fort William to Mallaig road.  More recently we have agreed a £16m package of improvements on the A82 to remove the bottleneck at Pulpit Rock on Loch Lomond and the construction of a bypass at Crianlarich.]

Contact: Richard Hughes, Trunk Roads and Integration policy, Strategy & Investment Directorate,  Transport Scotland tel. 0141 242 7557
2. HOUSING
Argyll and Bute - Housing Stock Transfer

Argyll and Bute Council’s Housing Stock Transfer concluded on 21st November 2006 when Argyll Community Housing Association Limited (ACHA) officially took over the ownership and management of all Council housing across the region, nearly 5400 homes. ACHA will have more than £260million available to spend on improving homes and associated services over the next 30 years. This additional funding will be available following the housing debt write-off of £48million housing loan debt. 

As part of its pledge to tenants, ACHA has introduced a guarantee that rents will not increase by more than the rate of inflation plus 1% for the next five years, and will be kept affordable thereafter. ACHA is also encouraging tenants to apply for life membership of ACHA, for a nominal fee of £1. As members, tenants will be able to vote on key decisions and put themselves forward for committee membership.

Contact Alison Debling, Leadership Support Officer at Argyll and Bute Council tel.  0154 6604 416

In November 2006, Highland tenants rejected proposals to transfer to a Community Housing Association.

Contact: David Nicol, Communities Scotland 01463 711272

3. ENVIRONMENT AND RURAL AFFAIRS ISSUES

Local Authority Climate Change Declaration

The Scottish Executive has been working with a partnership of organisations, including COSLA and the UK Climate Impacts Programme, support development of Scotland’s Climate Change Declaration.  This is a declaration of intent to take action in response to the climate change challenge, and provides the focus for action at the local level.  The Declaration was announced in January 2007, backed by a commitment from all of Scotland’s local authorities to sign and to support delivery of Changing Our Ways: Scotland’s Climate Change Programme.  Scotland's communities will be in the front line in responding to the impacts of climate change and also have a role in reducing emissions of greenhouse gases that are contributing to climate change.  
Contact: Alistair Montgomery Scottish Executive Tel: 0131 244 7384
Crofting Reform etc. Bill

The Crofting Reform etc. Bill, which completed its passage through Parliament in January 2007, introduces powers to create new crofts, bring neglected croft land back into productive use and extend crofting tenure beyond the crofting counties.  It builds on the Executive's land reform legislation which has already seen successful community buy-outs of croft land.  Ministers announced in September 2006 that they would be setting up a Committee of Inquiry on Crofting to consider carefully and comprehensively the role and functioning of the Crofters Commission and the other issues surrounding the market for crofts.  The Committee will be chaired by Professor Mark Shucksmith.  While crofting has supported and sustained rural communities for generations, Ministers felt it was time to consider how best to ensure that future arrangements for crofting help to sustain and enhance the population of rural Scotland, improve economic vitality, safeguard our landscape and biodiversity and promote cultural diversity.  As at January 2007, the total area of land under community ownership in Scotland is 366,725 acres (148,472 ha), representing 1.9% of the whole of Scotland.  In the Highland and Islands Enterprise area, some 364,880 acres (147,725 ha) are in community ownership, representing 3.7% of the total land area.  By contrast, only 0.02% of lowland Scotland - a total of 1,845 acres (747 ha) - is community owned.  

Contact: Mike Watson, Scottish Executive Tel: 0131 244 6215
Scottish Sustainable Marine Environment Initiative

The Scottish Sustainable Marine Environment Initiative (SSMEI) was set up to test new approaches to sustainable management and consider the benefits to coastal communities. SSMEI is a multi-partner, £800,000 initiative led by the Executive and including Scottish Natural Heritage, SEPA, Crown Estate and local authorities.   The fourth and final pilot under the SSMEI was launched in the Sound of Mull in December. The project will develop and implement a marine spatial plan to help balance industry, leisure and environmental pressures in the local maritime area.  The Scottish Executive's marine and coastal strategy SEAS the Opportunity embraces all existing or planned activities (including the SSMEI) in the marine environment in a single coherent framework, and it provides a clear vision for the development of a sustainable marine environment.  SEAS the Opportunity also provides the framework for consideration of a Coastal and Marine National Park (CMNP) for Scotland. Consultation on the CMNP closed on 10 January 2007 and generated over 750 responses from a range of interests. The Executive is currently analysing responses and considering the way forward. 

Contact: David Mallon, Scottish Executive Tel: 0131 244 1560
Opening of new SNH building in Inverness

Since the relocation of SNH’s corporate office was announced in 2003, the organisation’s presence in Inverness City has increased from 50 staff to around 220.   The First Minister formally opened the new building in October 2006.  The community will benefit from Great Glen House as a venue for holding special events, and it is to play a significant part in the 2007 Scottish Year of Highland Culture.  Great Glen House is an outstanding example of a low impact building and helps to support SNH’s remit to promote sustainability.  SNH and the Deer Commission for Scotland (DCS) are co-located in Great Glen House. This will help to achieve one of the key objectives of the On the Ground Programme to achieve closer integration and communication between bodies for the benefit of those customers which they share.  Great Glen House is also home to the northern office of the Paths for All Partnership, a key agent in delivering new access arrangements and promoting the health aspects of countryside recreation.

Contact: David Doxford, Scottish Executive Tel: 0131 244 7575
Climate Change

The Highland Council has joined forces with Local Authorities across Scotland to support Scotland’s Climate Change Declaration, which was signed by Convenor Alison Magee and Chief Executive Arthur McCourt.

By signing Scotland’s Climate Change Declaration the Council is leading by example in helping to ensure greener, more efficient delivery of public services in the Highlands.  This is demonstrated by pupils from Rosehall Primary School in Lairg, who will witness the signing ceremony before making a presentation to the Council’s Sustainable Development Select Committee on a Biodiversity Game they helped to develop with the Highland One World Group.

Scotland’s Climate Change Declaration complements the Council’s existing commitments to tackling climate change.  In 2006 the Council adopted ambitious plans to limit CO2 emissions in Council buildings, vehicle fleets, street lighting and landfill sites, in collaboration with the Carbon Trust, a Government backed company helping business and the public sector move towards a low carbon economy. The Council is limiting CO2 emissions through the promotion of renewable energy and improved standards of energy efficiency.

The Council has also begun to develop a Highland Climate Change Strategy, recognising the immediate need to develop climate change adaptation measures based on an assessment of risks and opportunities for services and communities. Adaptation measures include maintenance regimes and infrastructure upgrades to protect against extreme weather events, flood prevention and control, promoting resilient construction practice and strategic use of Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems. 

Contact: Gordon Morrison, Highland Council, tel. 01463 702 547

Recycling

Kerbside recycling collections were rolled out to a further 20,000 households in November completing Inverness and the larger settlements in the Ross and Cromarty. This service was also introduced to east and central Sutherland and west Ardnamurchan. This means that 70% of the population in Highland can now actively participate in recycling by using this service. 

Around 50% of the waste that is brought into the 21 Recycling Centres is being diverted from landfill and with 201 recycling points now in place throughout Highland, nearly everyone has access to paper, cans and glass recycling banks. Over a third of the recycling points also have textile banks. Over 10,000 home composting bins were distributed throughout Highland over the past year through our Partnership with WRAP.  The majority of the public are making good use of all of the facilities and services that have been put in place and the rolling recycling rate for Highland over the past 12 months is up to around 25% which is a huge increase on previous years.

Contact: Gordon Morrison, Highland Council, tel. 01463 702 547

4. RURAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ISSUES

Showcase Scotland – Celtic Connections

A successful Highlands and Islands seminar and reception attended by 200 international delegates was held at Showcase Scotland on 27th January. The event promoted Highlands and Islands music festivals as well as the traditional music from the region. Three traditional music festivals were showcased at the seminar which was chaired by MSP Rob Gibson, including the Shetland Folk Festival, Hebridean Celtic Festival, and Blas.

Tourism Intelligence Scotland

The new joint tourism intelligence unit (‘Tourism Intelligence Scotland’) including staff representatives from HIE, Scottish Enterprise and VisitScotland is focussing on delivery of relevant tourism research information to businesses.  Case studies and concise research information on Walking will be the first information on growth sectors to be disseminated to Tourism businesses and research is being commissioned on international best practice. 

Starter for Six 

The launch of the new initiative to jumpstart hundreds of budding entrepreneurs in the Science, Technology and Creative Industries launched on 1st November.  Led by National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts (NESTA), in partnership with HIE and the Six Cities Design Festival, the project will provide business support, mentoring and opportunity to apply for start-up grants of up to £10k. Up to 100 people per year will go through the project with 20 from the Highlands and Islands. As well as financial support, the initiative offers mentoring and networking opportunities with other creative entrepreneurs from around the country, providing a great chance for any new business to start building it own networks to help the business develop in the future.

Seafood Scotland



Funding has been approved to enable Seafood Scotland to provide market development services to seafood businesses in the HIE area.  A new two-year funding arrangement was required after the previous market development executive moved to the private sector.  The new post is jointly funded by HIE and SE.  The Seafood Scotland market development executive will be working closely with LEC staff to ensure best use of resources in supporting seafood businesses.  Seafood Scotland and other regional seafood trade organisations in the UK will be assuming a more prominent role following a Government review of the Sea Fish Industry Authority which recommended that the Authority delegate a number of its functions to these regional bodies.

Manufacturing and Engineering

HIE hosted the first inter-regional meeting between HIE, DTI, Scottish Enterprise, One Northeast and East of England Development Agency on 14tth November in Inverness, to discuss manufacturing, engineering and other opportunities in the UK oil & gas sector. Development agency representatives were joined by the Chief Executives of their respective industry associations, with North Scotland Industry Group (NSIG) representing the HIE area.  Joint actions agreed include sharing supply chain development methodologies and information on Key Performance Indicators demanded from industry associations we fund.  

Contact Jackie Wright, HIE Business Growth and Research Tel:  01463 244 540

LearningWorks

HIE's Online Skills Advisory Service, LearningWorks, was selected as a best practice demonstration at this year’s Online Educa Conference in Berlin at the end of November. Online Educa is the main e-learning conference in Europe and is held annually. It attracts around 1700 participants from across the continent as well as from around the world. Participation at this level is a great opportunity to show the way in which the Highlands and Islands of Scotland can lead on significant areas of skills development. 

Careers Scotland Excellence Awards 2006
Careers Scotland presented its first Excellence Awards at the Science Centre in Glasgow on 8 November.  The Awards were designed to celebrate the achievements of individual clients of Careers Scotland who had successfully applied the career planning skills they had gained with the help of Careers Scotland and to recognise the educational establishments, businesses and community-based groups that had made a strong commitment to working with Careers Scotland in supporting individuals to develop their career planning skills.  The event was very successful and, through the real stories of the finalists, proved to be an effective showcase for the work of Careers Scotland.  

The Future of Careers Scotland

On 21st December 2006 the Deputy Minister for Enterprise and Lifelong Learning made a brief announcement in Parliament on what decisions had been reached on the future of Careers Scotland, particularly in relation to the consultation on the demerger from Scottish Enterprise.  A final decision will be made after further consideration of the options, likely to be Summer 2007.   Meantime, Ministers are seeking a refocusing of the core business of Careers Scotland.  This will be on the provision of career guidance services to individuals during transition, specifically young people at school, those who are not in education, employment or training (NEET) or in danger of becoming NEET and adults facing transition.  The most immediate impact of this will be the provision of a “guarantee” that for 2006/7 year, all young people who intend to leave school at the statutory leaving age will be guaranteed a career guidance consultation with a Careers Scotland Adviser.  From academic year 07/08, this will be extended to all school leavers.  However, the nature and extent of this consultation is not defined.  The all age dimension of Careers Scotland has been retained and integration of Careers Scotland into HIE continues.

Science Technology Engineering Maths (STEM)

A new initiative to improve the Science Technology Engineering Maths (STEM) learning infrastructure in the region has been established in conjunction with Local Authorities, Scottish Executive, SSDA, UHI and with links to MIT Boston.  A number of activities will be developed with a particular focus on schools.  The Highlands and Islands is currently underserved in these areas yet developing the STEM skills pipeline is crucial to the region’s aspirations to develop knowledge-based industries.  This initiative will also fit with Scottish Executive policies in relation to NEET and Determined to Succeed.  Approval has been secured from the DTI to establish the necessary infrastructure in the region and HIE has applied to host the franchise.  Funding has been secured from the Scottish Executive to assist in developing the business plan and STEM co-ordinator, with launch scheduled for April 2007.

The ACE Pilot project

HIE is working with the Engineering Construction Industry Training Board (ECITB) to provide support to 50 individuals, currently in employment, to secure their ACE (Assuring Competence in Engineering) Card.  This will allow participants, who may have a lot of relevant experience, but no formal qualifications  the opportunity to gain a SVQ level 3, and employers to be able to show that they have a competent workforce when bidding for contracts.  This pilot will be formally launched before the end of the current financial year when all the provider arrangements have been put in place.  

100k Welcomes

100k Welcomes, a new suite of tourism training courses for the tourism sector was formally launched at Inverlochy Castle on 7 November. The event, organised by the LEC, is the first of many local launches happening across Scotland. 100k Welcomes builds on the tourism training of the past decade - Scotland's Best Service and Welcome Host, which has benefited thousands of employees and managers to date. The new programme should prove to be an excellent addition the Network’s existing skills support package for the tourism sector.  For example Hospitality Assured has already proved to be very popular and effective in helping business determine what their training needs actually are and our partnership arrangement with Springboard Scotland provides a team of recruitment and retention specialists who are working hard to raise the profile of the tourism industry and help employers better attract and retain staff.  http://www.100kwelcomes.co.uk.

Contact : Alex Paterson , HIE Developing Skills   Tel:  01463 244222

Fèisean nan Gàidheal
HIE recently approved three-year funding of £632k to support the continued growth of the Fèisean movement and related projects, through the umbrella organisation Fèisean nan Gàidheal.

Fèisean have become a key component of cultural and community life across the Highlands and Islands, and the new package of support will enhance the movement's contribution to developing skills amongst young people and represent a significant investment in the cultural and creative industries in the region. A recent study commissioned by HIE indicated that the Fèisean played a role in retaining and attracting population. HIE investment will be targeted at the following:

the Fèis Cèilidh Trail cultural tourism initiatives

a comprehensive three-year Fèisean training programme

Fèisean summer school for drama skills and Meanbh-Chuileag drama project

the Fèisean showcase concerts touring as a key part of the Scottish Year of Highland Culture in 2007

a Fèisean nan Gàidheal grants scheme and Fèisean development fund as a means of consolidating disbursal of HIE network funding

The Fèisean movement has grown from a single local tuition festival in Barra in the early eighties to 42 individual Fèisean across the country, involving over 5,000 young people directly in Fèisean and over 14,000 across the range of Fèisean nan Gàidheal activities. Over three quarters of the Fèisean are based within the HIE area. 

Recent achievements by former Fèis participants include:

Julie Fowlis: BBC Radio 2 Folk Awards 2006 - Best Emerging Artist in UK and BBC Scotland Traditional Music Awards 2005 award winner.

Lauren McCall: BBC Radio 2 Young Folk Winner 2005

Dràma Na h-Alba

Assistance has been awarded to Highlands & Islands Theatre Network towards organising and staging Dràma Na h-Alba, Scotland's Theatre Arts Festival and Forum, which will take place in October 2007 as part of Scotland's Year of Highland Culture.  Dràma Na h-Alba will be a unique Festival and Forum event, which will include major theatre productions, a forum, masterclasses and open workshops for the interchange of ideas and sharing experiences.  Dràma Na h-Alba will feature the work of Highlands and Islands based companies, national companies and visiting international companies, celebrating the wealth and diversity of high quality contemporary theatre and dance from rural cultures.

Tourism Heritage and Technology Challenge Fund
HIE has launched a £120,000 Tourism, Heritage and Technology Challenge Fund in partnership with Aim-Hi and Fusion. The Challenge Fund has been created to encourage innovative and collaborative working across the Highlands and Islands using technology to link tourism and heritage.  Individuals and businesses are being invited to submit creative ideas using technology to connect tourism visitors with the region's outstanding natural heritage.  £120,000 of development funding is available for groundbreaking ideas in three categories with the winning proposal in each category receiving a maximum award of £40,000.  The winners will present their work in November 2007.

Contact: John Watt, HIE, Strengthening Communities  Tel: 01463 244467

Pathfinder Broadband Procurement
The Highland Council along with its partners has signed a contract with THUS plc to provide high capacity broadband links to schools, libraries and other council buildings throughout the Highlands and Islands. The total estimated budget for the 5-7 year contract is £70m, with £63m coming from the Scottish Executive, the remainder coming from the Partner authorities existing spend on network connections.

The main benefits of the project which should see very high levels of bandwidth delivered to 850 sites across the Highlands and Islands are that it will permit the full local delivery of Glow (formerly called the Scottish Schools Digital Network) which is currently being rolled out by Learning and Teaching Scotland. It will also allow councils to modernise service delivery and improve on efficiency through the full use of broadband. In addition it will enable the delivery of e-government targets including the development of shared services.

Contact: Gordon Morrison, Highland Council, tel. 01463 702 547

European Structural Funds: New Operational Programmes
Operational Programmes – one each for Regional Fund and Social Fund respectively - are being finalised for 2007-2013. Public consultation closed on 8 January 2007. Final draft Programmes will go to the Commission for approval in March. Highlands & Islands will receive some £117 million (€174 million) as a ‘statistical-effect’ transitional region under the Convergence Objective. HIPP has been appointed as the Intermediate Administration Body (IAB) with broadly similar responsibilities to those for the current programme. A more strategic approach to delivery is proposed to adapt to the reduction of future funding. Funds will be clearly targeted on value-added activities that closely fit with established policy priorities in Scotland with resources allocated through a combination of competitive bidding, commissioning of Intermediate Delivery Bodies (IDBs) (HIE and UHI(MI)), and Community Planning Partnerships (CPPs).  Programme approval is expected in the summer with implementation in the autumn. A shadow round began on 22 January for projects providing services to the most vulnerable groups. Project decisions are expected by Easter.

Contact: Jim Millard, Scottish Executive 0141 242 5789
Renewable Energy Summary 

Companies in the Highlands & Islands have had the opportunity to benefit from the Executive’s Clean Energy Strategy, which is designed to encourage a diversity of 
renewables resources.  This includes £20 million to be spent over 2 years in support of 
marine energy, biomass, and hydrogen and fuel cells.  Our support schemes will help 
give these vital sectors a commercial foothold in Scotland.

Tidal testing facilities have been completed at the European Marine Energy Centre in Orkney.  The first tidal device is now in the water, with grid connection scheduled 
towards Easter. 

Balcas Ltd received £5.5 million from Highlands & Islands Enterprise towards a facility 


at Invergordon, which will include a combined heat and power (CHP) plant generating 


green energy that will be supplied direct to the grid.
Highlands & Islands Community Energy Company (HICEC) received £430,000 from 


The Executive to fund a biomass pilot scheme.  The scheme will seek to put in place 
strategic measures to simplify the planning, funding, boiler purchase and fuel supply process in partnership with key bodies.  It will also add to efforts to establish clusters of supply and demand in the Highlands & Islands which will help to meet the Executive’s aspirations to develop and grow the biomass sector in Scotland.

Contact: Gordon Paterson, Renewables & Consents Policy Unit, Scottish Executive Tel: 0141 242 5799

Argyll and Bute Contact Centre: Phase 1 

Argyll and Bute Council have agreed the Business case for the first phase 
of a  dispersed model contact centre under the Customer First initiative. Business Process Reviews will be undertaken across six key services including Council Tax, Benefits and Leisure Bookings with a view to moving key processes into the ‘frontline’ contact centre which will seek to resolve calls at a first point of contact and improve customer service whilst increasing the efficiency of back office activities. The Council is supported by Steria Consultants in the roll out of the contact centre which aims to extend to further services during Phase 2. Community Planning Partners have been kept abreast of the development of the contact centre as part of their ongoing discussions around shared services. 

Contact Alison Debling, Leadership Support Officer at Argyll and Bute Council tel. 0154 660 4416

Beauly to Denny line

The public local inquiry into the applications under section 37 of the Electricity Act 1989 for the Beauly to Denny 400kV transmission line will open on Tuesday 6 February at the Quality Hotel Perth.  The opening session will deal with strategic issues related to the whole line, and will be followed by sessions at Inverness, Newtonmore, Perth and Stirling to deal with locally specific issues.  The inquiry is expected to be completed in late December 2007.  The four planning authorities along the line, The Highland Council, Perth and Kinross Council, Stirling Council and Falkirk Council have objected to the proposal, as have Cairngorms National Park Authority and Clackmannanshire Council.  17,303 objections have also been received.  3 reporters from the Inquiry Reporters Unit will hold the inquiry, with assistance from a Technical Assessor.

Contact: Mike Culshaw, SEIRU – 0132 469 6471

Contribution from Planning on Marine Fish Farming

In extending statutory planning controls to marine fish farming, the necessary secondary legislation (The Town and Country Planning (Marine Fish Farming) (Scotland) Order 2007) has been laid. The Order brings forward provisions to ensure that new marine fish farming proposals are subject to a more effective, transparent and democratically accountable system of regulation. It will primarily replace a non-statutory scheme administered by the Crown Estate.  Following stakeholder consultation in 2004 the Executive has been working towards introducing a robust and workable planning regime.  In addition to a full public consultation there has been ongoing engagement with the fish farming industry, regulators, local authorities and amenity/environmental groups through the Highlands and Islands Aquaculture Forum.  Existing fish farms will be subject to a review/audit by Ministers with the main consideration being the impact on the environment.  The provisions will come into force on 1 April 2007.

Contact: Tim Barraclough, Development Department, Scottish Executive tel. 0131 244 7081

Tanker Traffic in the Minches
The Highland Council and Comhairle nan Eilean Siar welcomed a major improvement in shipping and environmental safety for the Minches in January 2007 with the introduction of an Automatic Identification System (AIS).

The AIS provides information to the coastguard on any ship over 300 gross tonne and any passenger ship that is passing through the Minches or using the Deep Water Route to the West of the Hebrides. This is just one of the control measures for which the joint Councils’ working party has lobbied successive governments over the past number of years and is amongst other control measures now coming to fruition, such as: 

· The introduction of recommended routes North and South;

· Improved navigation aids in the Shiant Narrows;

· Strengthened reporting arrangements through the introduction of additional reporting at key points;

· The fitting of emergency towing gear on all vessels over a phased period;

· Improved chart coverage;

· Shifting the deep water route further away from the western seaboard of Lewis.

The Councils have agreed  to continue to campaign for mandatory routing and mandatory reporting as well as continued rapid development of the capability of AIS to monitor and manage traffic in the Minches.  The two Councils have therefore agreed to write to the UK Shipping Minister, Stephen Ladyman MP, to welcome these improvements but also to highlight a number of continuing concerns. 

5. EDUCATION, RESEARCH and CULTURE

Education Minister Hugh Henry announced on 28 November 2006 that Orkney Islands Council is joining the Public Private Partnership (PPP) building programme, with Executive support for a £50 million project.  Kirkwall Grammar School was identified as a priority in the Council’s business case and the Council will now be able to consider its options more closely”.

Contact Harry McWilliams, Scottish Executive, Schools Division, 0131 244 0943.

Children’s protection

 There was substantial media coverage of a report on the follow-through inspection of child protection services in the Highland area published on the 25th January, 2007.  Inspectors had been asked by Ministers to evaluate progress in meeting the recommendations from their earlier inspection report and from the review into the circumstances surrounding the death of Danielle Reid. Considerable progress had been made in meeting the earlier recommendations, however there remained a need to improve assessment of risks and needs. Inspectors identified the following issues of national significance: Recruitment and Retention of Children’s Social Workers; Child Death and Significant Case Reviews; Information-Sharing and Assessment.  

Contact: Marian Martin, Services for Children, 01506 600343

Gaelic Inspector
HMIE has had difficulty in recruiting a replacement HMI for a recently retired specialist Gaelic inspector. This has had implications for inspecting establishments across all sectors which operate in the medium of Gaelic. To support the inspection process in Gaelic medium inspections, HMIE has deployed Gaelic speaking Associate Assessors (AAs) or interpreters with the HMIE Managing Inspector (MI) when the MI does not speak Gaelic.  Recently, some heads of such centres and the Gaelic Pre-School Council (Comhairle Nan Sgoiltean Araich) have commented on the use of interpreters making it clear their preference is for a Gaelic speaking HMI to carry out the inspection.  The most recent advert (January 07) for a specialist Gaelic HMI attracted only one application from a Gaelic specialist.

Contact: Kate Cherry, Assistant Chief Inspector, 01506 600340

Gaelic medium primary school
Work has begun on Scotland’s first purpose built Gaelic medium primary school.  This school will be a focal point for Gaelic learning and activities in the Inverness area and will have nursery and playgroup facilities.  The school will open at Easter 2007. Bòrd na Gàidhlig – has completed its consultation on the National Plan for Gaelic and the Guidance for Public Bodies on Language Planning.  Both of these documents were required by the Gaelic Language (Scotland) Act 2005.  The National Plan for Gaelic also contains a Gaelic education strategy.  BnaG has issued notices to the first 6 public bodies (the Executive is one such body) which they would like to prepare Gaelic language plans.  A dedicated Gaelic digital channel,  providing 1.5 hours of original programming per day, is to be established by a Gaelic Media Service and BBC Partnership.  The channel is expected to launch this year.  Scotland's Gaelic college, Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, on Skye received a £3.5 million long-term funding package from the Executive.  Within the current Spending Review period SMO will receive an extra £755,000 in 2006-07 and additional sums £800,000 in the years following.  This funding is in addition to the core funding provided by the Scottish Further and Higher Education Funding Council.

Douglas Ansdell, Scottish Executive tel. 01312440366

Inverness Museum and Art Gallery

Inverness Museum and Art Gallery has reopened following  major Improvements, to celebrate Highland 2007, the year Scotland celebrates Highland culture.  The galleries have been completely redesigned, to tell the story of the Highlands and present the museum’s magnificent collections in a new and fresh way.


The permanent displays start on the ground floor, with the unique collection of Pictish art, and Highland wildlife and geology, all completely redesigned and redisplayed.  Upstairs, the Jacobites feature strongly, along with the more recent history of Inverness and the Highlands. The Art Gallery will again be used for temporary exhibitions, with an ever-changing programme. The first of these exhibitions is ‘Fonn’s Duthchas: Land and Legacy’, a look at the Highlands and Islands today, using iconic objects from the collections of three national institutions, the National Museums of Scotland, National Libraries of Scotland and National Galleries of Scotland.  This national exhibition compiled for Highland 2007 is the first such collaboration between the national agencies.  The exhibition will travel the Highlands, then Scotland and interest has been expressed in it form other countries. Future exhibitions include ‘Anatomy Acts’ from the Royal College of Surgeons, and ‘Energy: Portraits of North Sea Oil’ by Fionna Carlisle.  There are also spaces for community groups to put on their own exhibitions.

Contact: Gordon Morrison, Highland Council.  Tel. 01463702547

Education PPP2 

Construction is now well under way on the Council’s second Education, Culture and Sport Public Private Partnership Programme which will see 11 new school and community facilities completed by 2008. 

Nearing completion are two new primary schools on the Black Isle and Scotland’s first purpose built Gaelic Medium Primary School located in Inverness, which will also provide facilities and resources for the Gaelic community. Also nearing completion are a new school and public library at Inshes, Inverness and a replacement primary school in the village of Cawdor. 

Construction is also well under way on a replacement for Dingwall Academy and for Portree High School and both facilities will include joint school and public libraries and a range of sports and leisure facilities for members of the community.

The final schools to be completed will be a replacement for Millburn Academy in the City of Inverness, a replacement for Drummond Special School in Inverness and a replacement for Kinlochleven Primary School and High School.

All of the new buildings will feature a range of community facilities such as performance venues, libraries, internal and external sports facilities and meeting rooms.  

Contact: Gordon Morrison, Highland Council.  Tel. 01463702547

UHI has now received a copy of the report by the QAA (Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education) assessors on its application for taught degree awarding powers. The QAA have advised that they anticipate re-visiting the UHI application in the autumn of 2007 and would expect to complete any further scrutiny that may be required by the end of 2007. On this timetable, UHI could achieve taught degree awarding powers in 2008 and attention would then move to the application for university title.

 

UHI has been awarded the contract to provide leadership and management training to NHS managers throughout Scotland. The contract was won in collaboration with De Montford University. http://www.uhi.ac.uk/partnership-involving-uhi-to-develop-new-nhs-leadership-skills-course
 

A preferred site has been identified for the new Inverness College UHI campus at Beechwood East, between the A9 trunk road and the north/south railway line. The development plan envisages, in addition to a new home for the college, research facilities, a management education centre, business incubator units, student accommodation and sports facilities. http://www.uhi.ac.uk/campus-plans-take-an-important-step-forward
 

A new diabetes research laboratory has been opened in Inverness as part of the developing UHI department of diabetes. The department is led by Professor Ian Megson, recently appointed UHI professor in diabetes, and Professor Sandra McRury, a consultant diabetologist at Raigmore Hospital. Funding for the department includes LifeScan Scotland Ltd. http://www.uhi.ac.uk/uhi-opens-new-diabetes-research-lab-in-inverness
UHI professor of remote and rural health, Professor Jane Farmer, will lead a team to evaluate an innovative physician assistant initiative, which is testing a new breed of health professional to deliver care. http://www.uhi.ac.uk/uhi-professor-to-evaluate-physician-assistant-scheme 

Three entrepreneurs from the Highlands have won a trip to the world famous Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), Boston, USA in a competition organised by UHI Millennium Institute and Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE). The competition offered the opportunity to win one of three free places at MIT's Entrepreneurship Development Programme. The winners were Gary Campbell of Environmental Hygiene Products Ltd, based in Tain, Pete Kelly of C3 Amulet in Dingwall and Jamie Smith, managing director of the Ice Factor in Kinlochleven. http://www.uhi.ac.uk/entrepreneurial-competition-winners-announced-1
UHI has continued its extremely successful series of public lectures, including events in conjunction with the Institute of Directors and the Royal Society of Edinburgh. The events are mostly held at the UHI executive office in Inverness, with video links to other sites, where appropriate.

Her Royal Highness, The Princess Royal, visited the UHI executive office in Inverness on 8 February. She was briefed on the work of the UHI colleges and research institutions and on the fundraising activities of the University of the Highlands and Islands Development Trust. Her visit included video conference links to Orkney College UHI and Lews Castle College UHI. http://www.uhi.ac.uk/princess-anne-is-welcomed-to-uhi
Inverness College UHI has appointed a new principal, who will take up his duties in may. John Spencer joins from Sutton Coldfield College in Birmingham, where he was vice principal. http://www.uhi.ac.uk/inverness-college-uhi-appoints-new-principal
Contact: Martin Wright, Director of Marketing and Communications. UHI tel. 01463 279000

6. EVENTS of IMPORTANCE
Argyll – Highland 2007 programme launches

The launch of the Argyll programme for Highland 2007 took place in Oban on Tuesday 16th January at the Caledonian MacBrayne Ferry Terminal. 23 organisations have received funding through the programme which has been financially supported by Argyll and Bute Council (£200,000) and H.I.E. Argyll and the Islands (formerly known as Argyll and Islands Enterprise) (£200,000). The Events include the Connect Music Festival which will aim to draw 20,000 attendees to Inveraray on 1st / 2nd September, The NVA/ National Theatre for Scotland ‘In the footsteps of kings’ event to be held in Mid Argyll in September and “Argyll Rhapsody” a Youth Harvest event co-ordinated by Donald Shaw. 

Contact Alison Debling, Leadership Support Officer at Argyll and Bute Council tel. 0154 660 4416
Highland Year of Culture 2007

First Minister Jack McConnell was among a number of guests at the official start of Highland 2007, the year Scotland celebrates Highland culture, and said it would be "a fantastic showcase for all that makes the culture of the area so inspiring".

The launch took place on 12 January, 2007 with a monster street party and a massive firework display. The next 12 months will provide a tremendous opportunity to showcase the culture of the Highlands, from the ancient traditions and heritage that are so well known and loved - to the new and vibrant modern culture that has emerged.

A key aspect in the planning and development of Scotland’s year of Highland culture has and will continue to be the legacy it leaves in 2008 and beyond. From the outset, the Board of Highland 2007 has focused on applying its resources in a manner which supported this aim.  In addition to the provision of capital grants that would enhance and develop the physical cultural infrastructure of the area, the award of revenue grants has also favoured events and projects that could be sustained and built upon to leave a positive net effect in 2008.

The Board of Highland 2007 acknowledge that significant progress has been made in the lead up to Highland 2007, yet recognise that the task is only half complete and that much is still to be done if the full potential of Scotland’s year of Highland culture is to be realised.   The Board would reiterate their request at the Convention meeting in October and ask for the assistance of Convention members in helping them to achieve this goal for the benefit of the Highlands and Islands.

Contact: Gordon Morrison, Highland Council, tel. 01463 702 547

The Highland Council’s Pension Fund
The Highland Council’s Pension Fund (HCPF) received the award in the Total Equities Award of the LGC Finance Awards 2006. The Award reflects UK Pension Funds’ returns on equities for the three year rolling period to 30th September 2006. The Fund’s return over this period was a robust 18.2% per annum and the second highest performer nationally. The HCPF is administered by the Highland Council whose elected members decide the investment policy most suitable to meet the liabilities of the Fund. The Fund pursues a policy of lowering risk through diversification of both investments and Investment Managers.

Contact: Gordon Morrison, Highland Council, tel. 01463 702 547
7. HEALTH

NHS HIGHLAND RECENT HIGHLIGHTS

Plans to introduce a CT Scanning Service at Caithness General Hospital were approved by NHS Highland in December 2006. NHS Highland has established a small project team to take this forward.
Scotland’s first Volume Computed Tomograph (VCT) Scanner was officially opened at Raigmore Hospital, Inverness by Deputy Health Minister, Lewis Macdonald, as part of his visit to NHS Highland on 9 August 2006. The scanner, which cost around £1m and was partly funded by the North of Scotland Cancer Network, is one of the most advanced of its kind in the world. 
Plans are well advanced for the construction of the new £8 million Mull & Iona Progressive Care Centre at Craignure to replace Dunaros Residential Home and Hospital. It is anticipated that by 2008/09 the new purpose built facility will be completed and will provide a wide range of facilities for local communities including:  12 supported living accommodation units, 4 GP Acute Beds, 2 Accident & Emergency Beds, a multi-purpose diagnostic & treatment suite, Waiting area, Consulting/outpatient room, Treatment room, Physiotherapy/Occupational Therapy room, Video-conferencing room, Joint Community Staff base, Kitchen/café, X Ray. 
Work started in August 2006 on an extension to Tobermory Surgery as part of an £800,000 investment by Argyll & Bute Community Health Partnership (CHP) to expand the services available from the premises. The building work, which is expected to take 26 weeks, will allow for a larger dental practice, meeting facilities, improved consulting, reception and office accommodation and a flat for visiting GPs and nurses.  

NHS Highland has been taking forward reviews of elderly services across areas within the Board region. The Minister for Health and Community Care, Andy Kerr is currently considering proposals for the Helensburgh and Lomond area which would see the closure of a long stay facility (Jeannie Deans Unit) at the Victoria Infirmary and the money invested in alternative community services. The Board is also currently finalising proposals for the Lochaber area which would see the closure of Glencoe Hospital and alternative community services developed. These would also be subject to Ministerial approval.
On 27 November 2006, Lewis Macdonald, Deputy Minister for Health and Community Care opened two new dental clinics at Lochshell Dental Clinic, in Wick and Culloden Dental Clinic near Inverness which will provide access to about 5,000 more patients over the next 18 months.

NHS Western Isles 
A new satellite renal dialysis unit will be open in late February at the Western Isles hospital in Stornoway. The service will bring significant benefits to patients from the Western Isles who require dialysis. Currently patients from Lewis and Harris travel to Raigmore and patients from the Uists travel to Glasgow for dialysis. Investment in the new facility is in the region of £474,000, and will include five patient bays and one isolation room.

Contact: Brian Spence, Scottish Executive tel. 0131 244 2477
8.
ECONOMIC BRIEFING

Overview

· Over the last twenty or so years the overall population size of the Highlands and Islands (H&I) has been fairly stable and this is projected to continue in the future.  However the demographic trend towards an increasingly ageing population looks set to continue with a significant drop in the number of those of working age projected. 

· 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, which ties in with evidence that productivity is lower.

· 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.

Population

1. The population of the Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) Area in 2005 was 440,257. This constituted an increase of 2,992 (or 0.7 per cent) on the previous year. In recent decades, the population has been fairly stable in contrast to a historical trend of out-migration.

2. The most recent mid-year estimates show at least some population growth in every Local Enterprise Company (LEC) area in the HIE area in the last year though slight declines in the Western Isles and Caithness & Sutherland since 2001.  

3. The working age population of the HIE area (defined as males aged between 16 and 54 and females aged between 16 and 59) in 2005 was 263,855 or 60 per cent per cent of the total population. The working age population as a proportion of the total population in Scotland was 63 per cent. The proportions have fallen slightly from 2004 figures for both Highlands and Islands and Scotland in general.

4. The latest available population projections for the H&I local authority areas (2004 based) project an increase in the population between 2005 and 2024 of 1.7 per cent, when at the same time the total size of the population in Scotland is projected to increase marginally by 0.8 per cent.

5. More importantly, the make-up of the population is projected to change markedly.  The number in the traditional retirement age bracket is projected to increase by 50 per cent, with the working age population projected to fall by 9 per cent. 
Employment

6. There were 210,000 people in employment in H&I local authority areas in the year ending July 2006, giving an employment rate of 80 per cent.  This was higher than for Scotland overall (75 per cent).  Between 1999 and the 2005 (latest full year for which data is available) the number of people in employment in the H&I increased by 3.5 per cent.  This was lower than the growth witnessed nationally (5.0 per cent).  More recently employment growth in the H&I has outstripped that for Scotland as a whole.  

7. In terms of trends in employee job numbers each local authority area has experienced relatively little change between 1998 and 2004 with Highland and Moray enjoying the highest increases.
8. Public administration, education and health is the dominant employer sector in the Highlands and Islands, with 34 per cent of the total workforce, 4 percentage points more than the Scottish figure. 

9. The second biggest sector is distribution, hotels and restaurants (26 per cent, 3 percentage points greater than Scotland as a whole) reflecting the importance of tourism to the local economy.  Construction employs 7 per cent of the population which is proportionally more 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.  

10. The Highlands and Islands has a greater proportion of employees in registered businesses in agriculture, forestry and fishing at 2.6 per cent in 2005-06 compared to 1.5 per cent for all Scotland.  Despite declining numbers, traditional sectors continue to be important employers in rural and island communities.
11. The banking, finance and insurance sector employs proportionally fewer than in Scotland generally. However, since 1998 the service sector industries and banking, finance and insurance sector has formed an increasing share of the proportion of jobs in the HIE area.

12. Female employment in the area is far more concentrated in certain sectors than male employment, with 76 per cent in 2005 employed in the public administration & health and distribution, hotels & restaurants sectors compared to 41 per cent of males. In Scotland as a whole female employment in these sectors is 67 per cent compared to 39 per cent of males.

13. Employment in the Highlands and Islands is considerably more concentrated in small enterprises. In 2005, 53 per cent of employment was in businesses with fewer than 50 employees compared to 35 per cent in Scotland. 

Average Earnings

14. Median earnings for full-time workers in the Highlands and Islands for April 2006 were £384 per week. This is 11 per cent lower than the figure for Scotland as a whole (£432). Average weekly earnings were £428 for males and £331 for females.

Regional GVA

15. Gross Value Added (GVA) per head at 2004 basic prices in the Highlands and Islands area rose from  £8,156 in 1995 to £12,269 in 2004, an increase of 50.4 per cent (in 2004 prices, i.e. not accounting for inflation).  GVA per head in Scotland rose by 50.2 per cent during this period (from £10,874 to £16,334).  
Productivity

16. Productivity, measured by GVA per full time employee, is lower in the manufacturing, construction and services sectors in the Highland area than in Scotland as a whole, reflecting the prevalence of activities with relatively low output values, e.g. tourism, and the preponderance of small firms unable to reap advantages from economies of scale. This is likely to feed into lower wages. (N.B. GVA statistics are increasingly less reliable at lower levels of disaggregation.)

Business Births

17. The Highlands and Islands has a consistently higher business birth rate than that for  Scotland. In 2005, the H&I local authorities had 31 business births per 10,000 of the adult population, compared with 28 in Scotland. 

18. In March 2006, there were 18,110 VAT registered businesses in the H&I local authorities registered for VAT. This comprised 14 per cent of the total VAT registered business stock in Scotland. This is equivalent to a stock of 483 businesses per 10,000 resident adult population, well above the Scottish average of 310 businesses per 10,000 population.  
19. 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 2,139 new business accounts opened in the Highlands and Islands in the four quarters to Q3 2006, 9.2 per cent of the total for Scotland. 
20. There has been a 17 per cent increase in the number of self-employed in H&I local authorities from 1999 to 2005 with 32,000 in 2005. The proportion of self-employed in the Highlands and Islands workforce was 14 per cent over 2005, which exceeds the Scottish proportion of 10 per cent of the workforce. 
21. The higher start-up rate and stock of businesses 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.
Business Survival Rates

22. 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. 

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

24. Three year survival rates of firms registering for VAT in 2001 ranged widely between the H&I local authorities from 74 per cent in Eilean Siar with Highlands to 86 per cent in Orkney and Shetland though this was above the Scottish figure (70.3 per cent).
25. 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. 
Labour Market Skills and Shortages

26. 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.

27. In 2005, 27.5 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 31.5 per cent. 12.8 per cent had no educational qualifications in 2005 in the Highlands and Islands, lower than the Scottish average which was 15.1 per cent.
28. In 2004, vacancies in the HIE area were more likely to be hard-to-fill, (1.9 per cent of employees and 53 per cent of vacancies in the HIE area compared to 1.6 per cent of employees and 45 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 less than 1,000 skill shortage vacancies in the HIE area, which equated to 0.6 per cent of employees, compared with a rate of 0.9 per cent for Scotland as a whole.
29. Participation rates in Modern Apprenticeships and Skillseekers are the same in the Highlands and Islands as in the rest of Scotland. However, participation rates in Training for Work and the New Deal are lower in the Highlands and Islands than in the rest of Scotland.

House Prices

30. House prices have been rising faster than in Scotland overall and the median house price in the Highlands and Islands is now £88,000 compared with £89,000 in Scotland generally.
Cohi Secretariat

07789618375
� 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. 





1

