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SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT, THE RESPONSE FROM THE HIGHLANDS AND ISLANDS TO THE SCOTTISH STRATEGY ‘CHOOSING OUR FUTURE’

PREFACE
1. This paper forms a collective response by the Highlands and Islands to ‘Choosing our Future’, Scotland’s sustainable development strategy. While it is presented by the Chair of Scottish Natural Heritage’s North Areas Board, Amanda Bryan, it has been jointly prepared by a broad partnership. The main contributors have been Highlands and Islands Enterprise, The Highland Council, Crofters’ Commission, Forestry Commission and Scottish Natural Heritage, with participation from UHI and from the Deer Commission.  Further contributions were received from NHS Highland and the seven community planning partnerships.  

INTRODUCTION

2. All public agencies in the Highlands and Islands very much welcome the strong lead provided by ‘Choosing Our Future’ and are committed to ensuring that sustainable development forms the backbone of our collective activities. We believe we are well placed to demonstrate how the Strategy can influence the way we operate and we would like to lead the way in demonstrating how a collective approach can deliver a sustainable future for our communities. 

3. In the Highlands and Islands there has always been a very strong link between the people and the resources that we depend upon.  Due to our location we are also very aware of how actions taken elsewhere can affect both our environment and our socio-economic well-being, from climate change and more frequent storm conditions to distance both to and from markets. We therefore recognise that the actions and decisions that we take might equally affect others and we take our role in the global community seriously. However sustaining our communities continues to be an ongoing challenge and we trust that the actions set out in ‘Choosing Our Future’ will provide a framework to help us achieve sustainable communities throughout Highlands and Islands well into the future.

4. We have chosen to set out our response to ‘Choosing Our Future’ and the subsequent break out discussion groups on the basis of the four main headings in the Strategy, which are summarised in Figure 1, below. Sustainable development is such a broad topic that it has not been possible in this paper to go into a significant amount of detail on most of the subjects touched on. We have however provided a taste of the range of current activity and issues and have suggested some areas where joint action in the future can help us meet the aims of the Strategy.
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Figure1: The Context for Sustainable Development

WELLBEING OF SCOTLAND’S PEOPLE 

5. It is widely recognised that to unlock Scotland’s potential, there is a need to improve the well-being and confidence of Scotland’s people. Well-being is, of course, about more than economic well-being, and sustainable economic development and health improvement are mutually dependent and synergistic.  There are however disparities across the Highlands and Islands in both the strength of economic development and in health status and this needs to be addressed.

6. All seven Community Planning Partnerships in the Convention area have identified actions to support sustainable economic development. Of particular focus here is closing the gap between rich and poor, tackling personal and spatial exclusion and ensuring everyone has opportunities to participate in and benefit from ongoing economic activity. 

7. We need to identify innovative responses to help us go beyond immediate challenges and those that set us apart from other rural areas.  In identifying future rural policy Community Planning Partnerships and academia must work together to understand the opportunity gap that exists in the Highlands and Islands, and find ways of intervening appropriately, learning from international experience.  There is a need to look below top-level statistics for example; economically active population, unemployment rates and broader indicators such as Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation, to give us a more representative picture.  

8. The promotion of sustainable development in rural and remote areas does have a different dynamic to an urban situation.  Often the trade off between the economic, environmental and social aspects of sustainability is more apparent.  National policies aimed at sustaining well-being should reflect this difference and allow different responses where appropriate. Flexibility of approach is essential.

Increased economic opportunities for all

9. Over the last four decades, the Highlands and Islands economy has grown and diversified so that 50% more people are now employed in the area.  Economic activity rates are higher compared with Scotland as a whole.  The unemployment rate is 2.7%, which is lower than the Scottish average of 3%.  

10. An increase in the number of women employed in the Highlands and Islands has contributed to this growth.  In 2004, there were c. 100,000 women employed in the area compared with c. 85,000 men.  The rate of inward migration to the Highland and Islands reflects the availability of work and opportunities.  The most recent figures show the number of inward migrants from overseas increasing by 100% in one year, compared to 50% for Scotland.   

11. However employment opportunities are not increasing for everyone in the Highlands and Islands and quality of jobs remains an issue.  A significant weakness is the seasonal nature of the area’s economy, a consequence of jobs in agriculture, fishing, and tourism and catering and high rates of part-time and seasonal working.  The level of self-employment is almost a fifth higher than Scotland.  Regional incomes are 10% lower than the national median and the pattern of opportunity varies across the Highlands and Islands.  

An environment that provides the conditions for health and well-being

12. Increasing economic opportunities also contribute to improving the health and well-being of the area’s residents.  As well as the importance of living in a safe and clean environment, other contributors to individual and community well-being include access to a range of services: affordable housing, transport and opportunities for cultural pursuits, leisure, learning, access to local food and the ability to have a say in decisions affecting us.  The Convention will welcome the work in progress to map the connections between health outcomes and such environmental and social factors.

13. There are a number of significant factors which impact on health and well-being in both urban and rural areas, these include confidence, socio- economic factors, social capital, networks and environment.  Inequalities in health outcome reflect inequalities in the distribution of the determinants of health.  In as far as there are significant disparities in opportunities, there are corresponding disparities in health outcome.  Each Community planning partnership has produced a Joint Health Improvement Plan, addressing health inequalities, which fits well with the sustainability strategy.  Key issues still to be addressed are the connections between poverty and old age and fuel poverty and the impact of demographic change on the ability to provide services.

A focus on the promotion of good mental health and well-being.

14. We note that the Executive supports the development of national mental health and well-being indicators for Scotland and we do very much welcome this. We urge that these reflect the particular issues for remote and rural areas, which include: the higher than national rates of suicide, self-inflicted injury and reported crimes that are drink related and above average hospital admissions for alcohol abuse. We value support given to initiatives such as the Choose Life programme in Argyll and Bute that seeks to reduce the level of suicide

Opportunities for the Highlands and Islands include:
· Continue to build and diversify the area’s economic base – spreading the range of jobs creates a more resilient economic base, has the scope to drive up local employment conditions through more competition and can help address the seasonality of work in many traditional rural jobs.

· Encourage the public sector to lead the way in improving flexible working arrangements for women and men and in ensuring that women can achieve their potential in the work place.  Supporting greater jobs dispersal in the public and private sector as this spreads the socio-economic benefits of public sector jobs and procurement in particular.  

· Pursue initiatives such as the Centre for Rural Health, which provide opportunities for bringing high value jobs into remote areas. 

· Develop a learning, training and skills infrastructure for the 21st century rural Scotland. University status for the UHI by 2007 is part of this infrastructure.  

· Look to opportunities in current national healthcare policy to provide locally accessible health care provision in respect of economic development and social sustainability. 
· Look to introducing more flexibility in response in new and existing programmes in order to allow those delivering the programmes to be able to be sensitive to the range of factors that make remote rural and sparsely populated areas different from urban areas.
SUPPORTING THRIVING COMMUNITIES

15. ’Choosing our Future’s’ aspiration of supporting thriving communities is strongly supported.  Community Planning Partnerships in the Highlands and Islands are keen to work with the Executive to improve service delivery so that agreed improvements to accessibility and quality can be achieved for key services in remote and disadvantaged areas.  There may be lessons to learn from the good practice in England where rural services standards are set and reviewed annually.  This fits well with Best Value and Community Planning requirements.  In the development of rural policy for Scotland, supported by rural outcome agreements, we seek the First Minister’s assurance that Convention members will be able to collaborate with the Executive.  This shared policy making should avoid some of the difficulties that have arisen in developing outcome agreements for regeneration and anti-social behaviour and avoid an initiatives-approach to rural development and improving access to services. A flexibility of approach in service delivery is essential.

Well Connected Places

16. The Convention will want to welcome in particular the support made available by the Executive to extend broadband access throughout the Highlands and Islands and provide Quality of Life funding.  The commitment in the Strategy to the sustainability of access to rural services is particularly welcome   However, the Highlands and Islands, with a large land mass and a small dispersed population, are inevitably at the end of commercial roll-out of new services.  It will be important to ensure we can maximise the impacts of public intervention when supporting future upgrades.  

17. There is broad agreement that continued improvements in the transport network are essential to the long-term development of the Highlands and Islands.  The vision of a strong, vibrant population and economy will require a range of integrated transport links.  This includes rail, road, sea and air, linking the region and to the rest of the UK and further.  Island communities in particular suffer from many surcharges including those from freight costs. Rural communities will however continue to be more dependent on private transport than other areas and high fuel costs affect all aspects of life for rural communities. HI-Trans requires to be well resourced to enable it to deal effectively with the wide range of transport issues in the area.

Regenerates Local Environments

18. ‘Choosing our Future’s’ priority to regenerate the areas of greatest concentrations of deprivation, while understandable in an urban context, fails to recognise the rural regeneration agenda.  This is reinforced by the recently published Community Regeneration Statement which although Scotland-wide, focuses on the Clyde Corridor.  Rural regeneration is much more about population sparsity, population decline, demographic imbalance, peripherality, older people and poverty in rural areas, accessibility and cost of rural services and infrastructure needs and barriers.  The rural regeneration agenda should also be about the range of opportunities that exist in rural Scotland to enhance our cultures (including the Gaelic language), heritage, and our outstanding natural environment, which can bring national benefits. We will seek to inform debate on this topic.

19. ‘Choosing our Future’ also misses the link between service delivery in rural areas and rural development or regeneration.  Improving service provision can not only tackle social and geographic exclusion but also promote population growth and contribute to economic sustainability and growth.  Infrastructure to enable development is also fundamental.
Puts people at the heart of change

20. Sustainable development requires people and communities to have a say in the services they receive and in the development of regeneration plans.  The National Standards for Community Engagement assist Community Planning Partnerships in this respect.  The acknowledgment of the pioneering work in the Highlands and Islands where communities own or manage assets and facilities is recognised in the Strategy.  We welcome the opportunity to share our experiences with the rest of the Scotland both on this and in other areas such as community benefit negotiations from renewable energy developments.

21. The delivery of services in rural areas, particularly those that are peripheral and sparsely populated, will always be a challenge. There is increasing scope for involving the communities not just in making decisions about services but also in actually delivering services such as waste collection/recycling. Social enterprises have the ability to provide creative solutions that meet very local needs and we would collectively like to support their development.

Opportunities for the Highlands and Islands include:
· The Convention is asked to agree that the meeting in October 2006 allow for full discussion to take place on the issue of rural policy, rural regeneration and access to rural services, including health care.  In particular, it would be useful to hear from Professor John Bryden of the UHI who is facilitating discussion and thought across the community planning partnerships on these matters.  The Executive is invited to collaborate on this work with community planning partnerships in the Highlands and Islands

· Facilitate debate about the challenges of rural life.  While it is accepted that there is a differential between urban and rural living, how is that changing in the 21st century?  For example should children who are island residents and attend mainland schools get home every weekend?  As part of this debate explore the possibility of the development of a Highlands and Islands policy as a distinct section of the Executive’s Rural Policy.

· Car travel in rural Scotland will remain an essential requirement of the transport mix for the foreseeable future.  It is for this reason we seek the First Minister’s assistance in making representations to the UK Treasury to acknowledge the current concerns brought about by high fuel prices, especially the differential price paid in rural areas and the need for more specific initiatives to reduce the differential cost burden prior to the introduction of road pricing schemes.

· Stimulate a debate about the future of transport in rural areas, focussing on innovative solutions. More freight transport by sea, improved routes for safer walking and cycling and the use of alternative fuels such as biofuels, hydrogen and electricity have all been raised as issues for serious discussion and integration into the planning process.

· Support the voluntary sector and social enterprise as a way of providing services locally and building individual capacity to work. If local solutions are to become a reality (and the concomitant potential benefits in terms of green house gas reductions, effective and efficient use of resources and a contribution to carbon reduction through the displacement of fossil fuel derived energy) then there needs to be a profound change in the way in which these services are contracted.

· Develop an approach with national infrastructure providers, for example Scottish Water, to take non-financial benefits into account when evaluating and prioritising programmes to ensure the Highlands and Islands receive a “fair share” of the resources available for capital investment.

· As the recent waste recycling figures show, there are challenges in processing waste in rural areas.  Perhaps a model for rural areas should include greater involvement of community and local businesses to assist in delivering national targets.  As with renewables, there may be increasing scope for local/micro waste schemes.  

SCOTLAND'S GLOBAL CONTRIBUTION
22. ‘Choosing our Future’ reflects that there are profound injustices in the distribution of environmental and social consequences of current patterns of consumption and development.  The developed world is still responsible for most human generated greenhouse gas emissions yet it is the poorest countries that are likely to be the most vulnerable to the effects of climate change.  The strategy states that in 2001, the average Scot had an ecological footprint 2.4 times the global average. A key objective is to reduce the size of that global footprint.  Highlands and Islands agencies are working towards this but can do more by using resources as efficiently as possible, by thinking more about long term consequences of our actions and by developing a more integrated approach to identifying problems and creating solutions.  In the Highlands and Islands strategies are in place or being developed for integrated transport, renewable energy and management of waste.
23. The Highlands and Islands can contribute to the Scottish vision by leading in green enterprises; by transforming its approach to waste; by maximising the potential of our renewable energy sources; by developing  a vibrant, low-carbon economy  and by providing  a quality environment for all whilst recognising that the achievement of this aim may call for innovative solutions to provide sustainable accessible public services throughout the region. 
Reducing greenhouse gas emissions
24. Important sources of green house gases include the generation of heat and electricity and the use of fuel oil.  Using energy more efficiently helps mitigate climate change and makes our economy more productive, it is also the quickest and cheapest approach to reducing our energy use. Energy management plans (EMP),  like that run by The Highland Council  if rolled out to all the public sector, could make a significant contribution to energy efficiency targets while also contributing to financial efficiency targets. This EMP has stretching targets in place to reduce energy use by 15%, save nearly £4m in energy costs, reduce CO2 emissions by 15% and increase our installed capacity of renewable energy equipment by a minimum of 4,000 kW – all by 2010.  

25. The Scottish Executive has identified specific targets for the amount of energy coming from renewable sources (18% of electricity generation by 2010 and 40% by 2020).  Increased use of appropriate technologies such as wind, wave, tidal stream and biomass will be essential in delivering these targets and there is significant scope to do this in the Highlands and Islands.  A number of public buildings and housing schemes in the Highlands and Islands are now using or being converted to wood fuel heating.   The government  is committed  to reduce  UK carbon dioxide emissions, the main contributor to climate change, by 20% by 2010 and 60% by 2050  and the introduction of  the Scottish climate change programme will quantify reductions  in ‘carbon terms’.

Use of resources
26. Efficient use of resources in the Highlands and Islands is the responsibility of companies, individuals and government.  There is a need to increase people's awareness of the full environmental and social costs (both local and global) and the consequences of consumer choice including public procurement policies.  There are opportunities in the Highlands and Islands to increase the use of locally sourced materials, minimise transportation of materials through integration of transport systems and to add value to products locally, including food.  In addition marketing of local goods and services must be improved.
The built environment

27. Building development in the Highlands and Islands has increased dramatically in recent years. ‘Choosing our Future’ identifies opportunities for design, construction and maintenance of the built environment to contribute towards a more sustainable future.  Our buildings make a big difference to how our communities look, feel and function. The use of locally sourced construction materials and services minimises transport costs and pollution in addition to benefiting the local economy.  Highland Council's Planning Policy Guidance on sustainable building in the countryside provides a specific opportunity to improve current practice in new development but there remains a key challenge to improve the energy efficiency of our existing building stock.
28. The public sector should lead the way in demonstrating best practice in sustainable building practices and the new Scottish Natural Heritage building in Inverness will be an exemplar not only in design and building techniques but also in day to day operations.
29. Opportunities for the Highlands and Islands include:
· Rolling out the “ecological footprint” approach to help raise awareness and identify solutions. Individuals, companies and government bodies need to be more aware of the social and environmental impact of decisions. Further research will be necessary to make this meaningful in a rural context and UHI will have a role in this.
· Householders and businesses need greater encouragement to improve the energy efficiency of existing properties, through for example, more widespread use of "one stop shops", e.g. ALI Energy, that signpost support and advice. Energy saving and efficiency measures are uniquely placed to deliver a range of key sustainability objectives including reduced carbon emissions, reduced dependency on imported primary energy and the elimination of fuel poverty. 

· The Highlands and Islands can lead the way in the use of different forms of renewable energy.  There is significantly more scope, however, to promote widespread use of renewable heat as a means of shifting dependency from fossil fuels, and more efficient heating systems such as District Heating and Combined Heat and Power.   Local domestic and business options involving micro generation, such as solar power and wood fuel heating, could also make a significant contribution to delivering targets for reduced CO2 emissions. To support this there is an urgent need for clearer and more detailed Planning Guidance from the Scottish Executive on sustainable design, energy efficiency, and the use of small scale renewable energy installations. In addition we require training opportunities for planning officials and others to raise awareness of sustainable design principles and practice. 

· Add value to traditional local produce, increasing the amount of economic spin offs kept in the area.  This also increases the scope for more localised consumption, which can benefit businesses as well as consumers and the environment.  The challenge is to do this in a way that reflects lifestyles and demands of the 21st century.

· There is an opportunity to demonstrate sustainability in construction by supporting the proposed Highlands and Islands "Housing Fair" involving the building industry, architects, suppliers and householders, which has the potential for replication across the Highlands and Islands.   

· The public sector can lead by example such as the Energy Management Plan rolled out by The Highland Council and in best practice in sustainable building practices. An example can also be set by the public sector in the setting of sustainable development targets and compliance with BREEAM, as demonstrated by SNH, for the development or refurbishment of buildings.
PROTECTING SCOTLAND’S NATURAL HERITAGE AND RESOURCES

30. The distinctive natural heritage, landscape and wildlife of the Highlands and Islands are highly valued assets.  Shaped by generations of human activity, they now underpin the quality of life for people in this area, and are one of the most highly valued aspects of Highlands and Islands life.  Managed in a sustainable way, this heritage will continue to provide substantial economic benefits, particularly to rural populations.

31. The natural environment is fundamental to our life and we rely on it in a number of different ways:

· natural resources provide our life-support systems such as clean water, soils and the food we eat.

· many livelihoods depend on natural resources: the cultivation and harvesting of crops, livestock, timber and fisheries and the provision of raw material for industry.  A high quality environment adds value to natural products and contributes directly to the economic benefits from tourism and recreation and to the inward investment that follows from businesses moving to where people choose to live.

· the natural environment offers us opportunities for enhancing and enriching our lives. We take our recreation and have our relaxation within it.  It consists of the landscapes within which we live and the wildlife amongst which we live. Cultural and historical associations combine with this natural fabric and affect how we value different elements, and how we feel about change. A high quality living space is known to have a positive impact on health and well-being.

32. ‘Choosing Our Future’ confirms that protecting Scotland’s natural heritage and resources is a fundamental strand of Scotland’s sustainable development strategy.  Within this broad theme there would appear to be 3 main areas that would benefit from early collaborative work across the Highlands and Islands. These are: adapting to climate change, sustainable management of resources and environmental enhancement

Adapting to climate change

33. On average, global temperature changes have risen by 0.6(C over the last 100 years.  Predicted future rises indicate that by 2050 the climate we experience in the Highlands and Islands may have migrated as far North as Reykjavik.  Our ‘uphill’ shifts could be as much as 700 metres this will drastically reduce the area of arctic-alpine habitat by up to 90%.  Rainfall patterns are changing with drier summers and wetter winters and it is likely that there will be a continuing increase in extreme weather patterns. Sea level rise is projected to be 30 cm by around 2050, however the Northern and Western Isles could see a rise greater than 70cms.

34. There is an immediate need to anticipate trends and take measures to address areas that stand the greatest potential of being affected, both in the built and the natural environment. We need to accept that we have to work with nature not against it and take a more strategic approach to the management of both development and conservation. More region-specific modelling of climate change scenarios is also needed to engage all stakeholders, in particular developers, addressing for example, impact on the roads and rail network in coastal locations, severe weather events, storm surges, wave heights and sea level rise, rainfall catchments, and snowfall melt in upland areas. 

Sustainable management of resources

35. Changing economic and financial support systems have inevitably led to significant changes in the way natural resources are managed.  This has been felt particularly strongly in the Highlands and Islands where the rural population has traditionally relied on fishing, agriculture and forestry to sustain an active workforce and in many areas of the Highlands and Islands sporting estates have also been key employers. Managing resources in a sustainable way is identified as a key priority within ‘Choosing Our Future’ where it is recognised that past decisions have not been made with long-term resource protection in mind.  Many of the strategic decisions affecting the management of resources – fishing, world heritage, renewable energy structures and distribution have been and continue to be made outwith the Highlands and Islands.  It is crucial for us to seek to influence these decisions based on sound local knowledge and stewardship. 

36. While the rural economy in the area is no longer as dependent on natural resources as it once was, land management for its varying purposes still underpins the majority of small communities in the Highlands and Islands. We have many challenges including the need to operate within a global economy, having to deal with problems of peripherality and high costs and the need to maintain a quality environment for well-being, conservation and economic purposes. These all require a co-ordinated approach to resource management.  

Environmental enhancement

37. This is of particular relevance given the international importance of the natural environment in the Highlands and Islands. ‘Choosing our Future’ highlights the need to halt the loss of biodiversity as one of the important challenges for Scotland and points to the integrated delivery of the priority actions in the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy as being critical to meet this challenge.  Equally important is the improvement to the quality of the environment and green spaces close to where people live, so that everyone has safe, accessible and attractive places to cycle and walk which promote healthy lifestyles to all citizens.

Opportunities for the Highlands and Islands include:

· Encourage a strategic approach to deal with potential flooding risk. This should include moving new development away from areas vulnerable to flooding and promoting soft engineering options as a way of preventing flooding and expanding threatened natural habitats.  The development of a strategic approach to dealing with potential flooding should be strengthened by calling for an urgent report on the impact of “doing nothing” to address this issue.

· Encourage planning for further development and expansion of natural networks of habitats such as woodlands, involving full community consultation. This enables species to disperse more easily and adapt to climate change. Effective habitat networks are especially important where they form systems of routes to assist migration of species.

· Encourage public agencies to work in partnership with SEERAD to create a Land Management Contract structure that supports the particular agricultural practices and natural heritage interests of the North of Scotland.

· Implement the pilot of an Integrated Framework for Land Management incorporating forestry, agriculture, conservation and sporting interests in the Highlands and Islands. This would build on the Strategic Frameworks for agriculture and forestry being developed by the Executive and be a natural development of the On The Ground initiative assisting the public by presenting a more joined up approach to policy as well as practice. 

· Encourage public agencies to work together to demonstrate best practice in undertaking Strategic Environmental Assessment of all significant plans and projects with the particular aim of protecting and enhancing the biodiversity and green spaces in future development planning.

MAKING IT HAPPEN - GOVERNANCE AND DELIVERY

38. As stated in the foreword to ‘Choosing Our Future’, Sustainable Development is a concept easy to subscribe to, harder to put into practice. We agree that there is a need to mainstream sustainable development into the way we work and that we need to take on board the need to be better at measuring both the actions that we have taken in delivering sustainable development and in identifying how much difference we have made. We would welcome the opportunity to work with the Executive to ensure that we can do this in a way that is meaningful in a Highlands and Islands context.

39. Public agencies in the Highlands and Islands already work together in a number of contexts. We have seven Community Planning Partnerships, and a wide range of other partnerships such as those looking at meeting the requirements of efficient government e.g. Wellbeing Alliance Business Improvement Team and the On The Ground Initiative involving the SEERAD family of agencies. There is recognition that all stakeholders benefit from an integrated approach and we will seek to strengthen this type of activity. 

40. Sustainable development has been promoted through strategies for renewable energy, integrated transport, and management of waste. This is an area that could be expanded further by encouraging greater bringing together of organisational priorities. When considering how community members access our services we need to ensure that the services we offer to communities form a coherent whole, minimising contradictory policies. Agencies could extend their partnership working and, together with local communities and businesses, advance the interests of the people of the Highlands and Islands, while preserving and enhancing landscape quality and biodiversity. Benefits would surely include a contribution to the desired reduction in Scotland’s global footprint.

41. The points summarised below have already been mentioned earlier in the text, however they provide good examples of how we can advance collective working and achieve more sustainable development.

· strengthen the integrated approach to rural development through closer linking of agriculture, fisheries, forestry, the environment and rural development 

The natural assets possessed by the Highlands and Islands are many and varied: the visual and biological quality of the different landscape types; the knowledge, skills and experience of its people; ecosystem services that provide life support benefits in terms of water, air and food, and enable livelihoods to be made from crops, livestock, timber, fisheries, energy, raw materials, recreation, and tourism. In the changing and challenging economic conditions of 21st Century life, how can the scattered populations of remote rural regions make a sustainable living?

· support data collection and research and development

There is a pressing need for jointly agreed indicators, signed up to by all, that accurately capture information about the lives and living standards of people in the remote rural regions of the Highlands and Islands. There is a further need for accurate information about environmental and ecological impacts of purchasing decisions by individuals, communities and organisations, and of their lifestyles. It is equally important to assess ecosystem services or benefits, and to develop well-informed adaptations to the effects of climate change.  Finding ways to quantify deprivation in rural areas, given that it is not geographically concentrated should also be a priority for the Highlands and Islands. 

· extend ICT infrastructure and accessibility

There is an increasing requirement to use ICT for on-line services, record-keeping, form-filling and accounting. Employees and the self-employed need the equipment, skills and confidence to use ICT competently. With quality ICT systems and infrastructure people in remote rural areas can compete on equal terms with those in less remote areas, and local businesses have access to online markets as well as services. ICT also offers opportunities for innovative provision of services such as the Scottish Tele-Health Initiative.

· encourage local added value to primary production and develop local markets for goods
Adding value locally, to food and other goods, brings greater gain to producers, brings work to the community, and cuts the number of miles travelled. By developing local markets, the social, economic and environmental gains are even greater. Diversification of the economic base strengthens the local economy, while regional differences are preserved and valued. Visitors support local economies by purchasing local services and products. Achieving food security in a world that may see food and fuel controlled by countries over which we have limited influence may become a greater priority.

· support initiatives involving greater local decision-making and local community involvement

Community groups and individual members of the community know their locality and have strong incentives to see it thrive. With encouragement and support, they are able to undertake skills and assets surveys, scoping exercises, consultation with local people, and management of projects. Successful local community decision-making can benefit from skilled capacity-building by teams comprising workers from two or more public agencies. This is a key feature of community planning.  The change from traditional community based activity, for instance peat cutting and sheep fanks, may lead to a different dynamic within rural communities.  Given the vital role that this dynamic plays within rural and remote communities, development work should seek to reinforce and develop traditional values.

CONCLUSIONS

42. The Highlands and Islands have a huge natural and cultural heritage resource, and a growing population with skills and attributes that make the area well placed to respond positively to the Strategy. Instinctively we should be able to lead the way in delivering long term development opportunities that are both sustainable and world class.

43. This paper is a step in the right direction to focus the public sector in the Highlands and Islands to work together to form a common understanding of what we mean by sustainable development in practice rather than as a concept. We now need to get a joint commitment to lead by example and the Community Planning partnerships are well placed to show leadership and take this forward.

44. In order to maintain momentum and demonstrate our collective commitment it is now essential that we agree some joint key actions for delivery. The paper has been laid out in such a way that a number of opportunities for action have been identified. It is now the role of the break out discussion session to discuss these, agree and prioritise recommendations for future action.

45. The Convention is therefore invited to consider how public bodies in the Highlands and Islands can best contribute to the implementation of the Sustainable Development goals, with particular reference to the vital need to provide leadership and promote strategic linkage in thinking, delivery and co-operation.
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