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STRENGTHENING OUR ISLAND COMMUNITIES

Introduction
Scotland’s islands are an important part of what defines Scotland, major contributors to the country’s historical and cultural diversity and richness.   They figure prominently in Scotland’s pre-history and history, as evidenced by the wealth of archaeological and historical sites and monuments in the islands.   These form a key part of the distinctive cultural heritage of the islands, reflecting the Norse connections of the Northern Isles and the Celtic roots of the Hebrides.   It is a heritage which has influenced Scotland’s culture and sustained the Gaelic language.

The islands also have a strategic importance to Scotland and the UK, today and in the past.  They played a vital defence role in two world wars and they enabled the UK to claim and to exploit the rich hydrocarbon resources of the northern North Sea and the Atlantic Frontier.  Their strategic location and provision of safe havens for shipping are likely to maintain this importance in the future.

The communities which live in the islands are the key to sustaining these values and it is important that Scotland should in turn help these communities by assisting them in overcoming the disadvantages which inherently attach to island life.  This is not to underestimate support which the islands currently receive, but continuing population decline in some areas emphasises the need to look for ways of strengthening our island communities.

This paper for the Convention summarises the profiles of the inhabited islands in the Highlands & Islands and points to possible policy initiatives to strengthen the sustainability of our island communities.   It is founded on a basis of optimism about the future for these communities and argues not for massive extra resources but for changes in the way in which we view our islands and how we seek to invest in their success.
What is the nature of our island communities?
Annex 1 lists all of our islands with a population of 20 or more in 2001.   The list includes 44 islands with a combined population of around 90,000.

There is a distinctive pattern within these 44:

· eight of them have a population over 2,500 and together account for almost 79,000 of the total
· twelve islands with 300 people or more account for a further 8,500 people

· the remaining 24 islands have populations of fewer than 300 and account for the balance of around 2,500.

Such a pattern means that island economies vary greatly in size and complexity and hence the policies needed to stimulate their growth must reflect the different circumstances.
Information on population change since 2001 is available for local authority areas rather than individual islands:  the picture is generally encouraging with modest growth in Shetland, Orkney and the Western Isles showing in the most recent 12-month period (2004/05).
What are the main development challenges?
The absolute challenge facing island communities is overcoming the physical barrier of water crossings.   Where that has been done in other countries (and in our case with Skye and Seil) by the construction of free, fixed links, the barrier is effectively removed to the extent that the island effectively becomes an extension of the mainland.   That beneficial effect can also extend to small islands which become linked to neighbouring, larger islands.   Our progress with these causeway or bridge links has been substantial over the years and it is remarkable that today the Western Isles, by this means, comprise just three inhabited islands.

The physical barrier exerts itself in every facet of island life.   Island residents face the reality of arranging their visits to the mainland around the timing and cost of ferry or air transport, which are in turn susceptible to disruption by weather throughout the year.   Island businesses operate with the extra costs of transporting inbound materials and outbound production.  Strong community life is a feature of islands generally, but even here wider participation in cultural and sports activities requires ingenuity and fund raising when travel is required.
It should be borne in mind that the great majority of our island communities (in common with significant parts of the mainland within the HIE area) also face disadvantages arising from the effects of distance from large population centres and markets.   In economic terms, these effects have similar impacts on places like Kintyre, Ardnamurchan, Skye and North-west Sutherland, just as they do on Islay, Mull and Orkney.   Nevertheless, it is the distinctive challenge posed by water crossings that is the focus of what follows.
Islands with sizable populations
Looking first at the eight biggest islands, there is a general view that the scale of their economies is sufficient to sustain a reasonably-diverse employment structure and that the level of public services is good, albeit they may be mainly located in the largest settlements.   Population change, however, varies considerably from strong growth in Arran through to high levels of population loss in the Western Isles, particularly the Uists.   Another important feature of all of these islands is the continuing growth of population in the island towns, accompanied by population loss from the more outlying communities – a characteristic of rural areas more widely.
Some of the main challenges are:

· Attracting more people to live on these islands – both new and existing residents – to  raise economic activity, to help retain services and to sustain community vitality

· Enhancing the attractiveness of the islands’ gateway settlements as a shop-window for the whole community, including smaller islands in the group

· Stimulating community and economic growth in the outlying communities and the retention of currently-dispersed services wherever possible

· Improving transport services – lower charges and better timetables – to reduce the impact of the extra costs imposed by water crossings.
Islands with medium-sized populations
The scale of the challenges rises with the twelve islands in this category.   Their economies are small, employment is narrowly-based (in several cases, highly-dependent on the primary sector) and services under regular threat.    Two of the islands – Bressay and Gt Cumbrae – with good access have actually shown population growth in recent years, but they are the exception, along with Tiree which has managed to maintain its population level despite its remoteness.   The predominant pattern is one of population loss, ranging from modest in the cases of Whalsay, Stronsay and Shapinsay to substantial in the cases of Unst, Westray and Hoy.   Several of these islands have in recent years benefited from the efforts of local development trusts or partnerships and there is scope for extending this type of model.

Some of the main challenges are:
· Stemming population loss and improving the age profile through increasing the level of economic activity and attempting to retain services wherever possible

· Increasing the size and breadth of the housing stock, especially the availability of affordable housing aimed at young people

· Working with communities and partners to devise long-term development plans for the islands which seek to meld community aspirations with new economic drivers

· Finding appropriate ways of assisting very small businesses which do not generate sufficient profit to finance necessary re-investment

· Improving access (both physical and electronic) to help tackle the cost and frequency difficulties posed by ferry crossings – more than one in the case of some islands.
Islands with small populations
The twenty-four small islands listed in the annex present a diverse range of recent experiences.   On the one hand, improved accessibility has seen population increases in islands as different as Luing and Raasay, while some islands have lost more than a fifth of their population, notably in Orkney.   The unifying feature of all these islands is their vulnerability to loss of employment, services and, ultimately, people through factors over which the residents themselves may have little direct control.   This predicament was well exemplified by Gigha:  the population loss of the 1990s (23%) gave great cause for concern, yet what has happened to the island’s fortunes in the last 2-3 years illustrates the underlying potential if the constraints on development can be lifted.
Some of the main challenges are:

· Helping communities to sustain the employment and social bases of islands, sometimes when views vary within an island on the desirability of development
· Providing suitable land for housing and other forms of development
· Finding innovative solutions to providing services to island residents, including flexibility in the way in which these are delivered

· Ensuring that services for families with children and elderly households are provided to the highest level possible, despite very small numbers

· Extending the intensive approach of programmes like “Initiative at the Edge” to those small island communities at risk of continuous population loss
· Assisting the work of local community development trusts (or similar bodies)
· Improving access (both physical and electronic) to help tackle the cost and frequency difficulties posed by ferry crossings – more than one in the case of some islands.

What should our aspirations for our island communities be?
From discussions with partners, there is a broad view that over the next five to ten years we should be aiming for the following in respect of our islands:

· a growing population, with a higher proportion of economically-active people

· increased job opportunities in a wider range of activities

· further improvements in transport, notably access to/from mainland centres

· easier availability of housing land and strong housing markets

· enhancement of the islands’ environmental and cultural contribution to Scottish life

· overall, a climate of confidence in the future.
These aspirations would require a number of important conditions to be fulfilled.   First, we face stiff competition for investment and people and our focus needs to be on understanding the mix of factors that will attract them.   We would need to create the conditions that will enable the movement of capital and people into the islands.   In particular, we need to recognise that our target audience is diverse – including school leavers, young graduates, mid-career ex-patriates, those with historical links and those with none at all.

Secondly, we would have to grow the economic contribution of the private sector, recognising that the public sector faces major reform pressures and that local service provision is likely to see rationalisation (though public sector jobs dispersal continues to offer opportunities).

Thirdly, island communities are an important element of what defines Scotland and a desire to put them on a more sustainable long-term footing is about recognising the contributions to national progress that these communities make, eg through their high environmental and cultural assets and the very distinctiveness of their communities.
Fourthly, we need to aspire to create greater equivalence for island communities with their counterparts on the mainland.   This concept, widely developed in Scandinavian countries for example, establishes a presumption of trying to treat all citizens similarly in the delivery of services, policies, etc.  In practice, while island residents accept that the range of services which they can access will not be the same as for citizens in urban areas, they should not endure inferior services inadvertently or where alternative forms of provision may be feasible.
What further should the Highlands & Islands partners do?

To achieve our aspirations for growing island communities with thriving economies, we will need to develop a coherent set of strategic aims and associated actions.  This needs to be part of the core work of the public sector partners, with clear targets and anticipated impacts.  A key role in delivering change will be as an enabler, especially in working to create the conditions necessary for people to see living in the islands as a highly positive choice.

The following are the most important areas for action:

· New economic activity – broadening the economic base of individual islands is crucial to retaining existing population and to attracting new residents.   The establishment and growth of new business activity in Arran in the last generation shows what can be achieved, while at an industry level the jewellery sector in Orkney is a major economic contributor.  There are many examples elsewhere of successful start-ups now generating significant employment and the challenge of increasing the flow of such businesses is at the heart of island development.
· Public sector jobs relocation – alongside these efforts, partners can continue to make the case for small business units to be relocated to islands.   The impact of the crofter housing administration jobs relocated to Tiree gives an indication of the value of such a policy to small island communities.
· Transport – the improvement in ferry and air services in the last 25 years has been very considerable, yet so much is still to be done:  greater frequency, longer operating hours and lower fares remain universal concerns.   Lead times are long where major capital investment is concerned, but the new transport authorities can now help to establish with island residents what their future aspirations might be, including those for improvements in overall access generated by mainland road links.

· Next Generation Broadband – it is recognised that upgrading of the telecoms infrastructure will be a long-term challenge as the available technologies continue to develop and demand for bandwidth continues to grow.  The roll-out of such technologies has traditionally begun in the urban centres and been cascaded down to the most remote parts of the Highlands & Islands – there is an argument for some technologies in the future to be pioneered in the most remote parts and brought towards the centre.

· Housing – addressing the constraints on housing supply in the islands is critical to achieving our aspirations.  It is important that we do not underestimate the latent demand for housing – evident in waiting lists and in the recent increase in property prices across the region.  Key constraints that require to be addressed are land ownership, site availability, planning and infrastructure.

· Investment in community-owned assets – the success of the Scottish Land Fund and Highlands & Islands Community Energy Company, alongside the growing importance of social enterprise, illustrates the potential for stimulating economic activity in island communities on the back of community ownership.   The Growing Community Assets (GCA) fund is capable of extending that success even further.
· Energy generation and utilisation – community energy is set to play an important part in the economic future of many island communities and the benefits of investment within communities can go wider to achieve energy self-sufficiency in some islands.   Where large-scale energy generation through renewables proves feasible and acceptable, there is the prospect of Scotland’s islands becoming major energy suppliers to the rest of the country, with associated carbon reduction benefits.
· Innovation in infrastructure – significant investment in infrastructure in island communities over the coming years also gives scope for exploring innovative ways of planning, funding and meeting island needs.    For example, multi-functional community buildings could allow public and other services to be delivered in entirely new ways, while offering communities a potential source of generating income.
· Influencing – investment in the islands from national programmes is considerable and by improving the targeting of spending we will be better able to address the issues which are critical to the future of these communities.   Equally, national policies can have unappreciated impacts in small islands and extending the use and reach of “island-proofing” is desirable.   Research and evidence are essential, as well as opportunities to put forward arguments for change, including in debate at the Convention itself.
· Community Confidence – finally, and equally importantly, partners must work with island communities to create confidence in the future.   Part of that is investment in arts, culture, sport and community facilities, but alongside that lie continuing efforts to raise attractiveness of place as a key factor in stimulating population growth.   It is important that the voices of young islanders are heard, including senior pupils in high schools, students from the islands and those who might choose to return if opportunities were available.
What further could Scotland do to help us?

There are a number of factors affecting the economic and community development of islands which are common to all (irrespective of their size) and which could be tackled by improving “the deal” which islands get as a small part of the much larger national scene.   Thus one of the key areas for an islands initiative to address is the notion of a “compact” between the islands and the rest of Scotland.   We need to think about the shape that such a compact might take and what it might cover.   The following headings offer thoughts:

· The case for investment – we need to preface a compact with a clear statement of the value of current government support for islands and the reasons why Scotland should continue to invest in its island communities.  The case must rest on strong economic, community and environmental grounds and recognise the distinctive nature and geography of our island areas.
· Equivalence – taking these three grounds together introduces the concept referred to previously of equivalence.   While it is applied in a number of forms in different countries, the presumption of trying to treat all citizens similarly in the delivery of services, policies, etc is common.   Undertaking further research into the practicalities of embracing equivalence explicitly in Scotland would be an important commitment in the drawing up of a compact.
· Cost considerations – related to those practicalities, it is presently difficult to conclude whether island residents are more heavily supported per capita by the taxpayer than other citizens – the point to stress is that the forms of support vary widely and it is vital that island residents are adequately supported in those areas (eg access transport) where their need is proportionately greater.

· Transport – the levels of support for ferry and air services to/from the islands are significant, both in terms of capital investment and annual subsidies.   Nevertheless, charges remain high and frequencies, especially on thin routes, need to be improved.  A compact needs to have a commitment to acceptable levels of service and pricing at its heart, alongside a willingness to invest in the necessary infrastructure.

· Education – the level of primary and secondary school provision is generally good across the area, but we need to ensure that a compact underlines the importance of funding small schools as a fundamental component of sustainable communities.   There is also the issue of secondary pupils being able to return home at least every weekend, if daily return is not practicable.   The strategic weakness lies in the lack of higher education provision and thin further education presence in some island areas – underlining the long-term importance of the University of the Highlands & Islands.
· Healthcare – the pressures for rationalisation (and consequent centralisation) of service delivery generate much debate at the present time.   While there is clearly a need for “island-proofing” of proposed changes, the most exciting challenges lie in exploring the scope for developing innovative means of delivery adapted to island needs.   For example, the Department of Academic Rural Medicine’s research strategy is focussing on remote clinical monitoring, health problems in crofting communities, disease management in rural areas and the economics of rural healthcare;  while NHS Shetland’s 2020 Vision is founded on the widespread use of ICT-based solutions, flexible local facilities and a rural general hospital.
· Taxation – a compact could include a commitment to review the application of national taxation regimes to offset the double disadvantage of lack of access to services and the direct costs of overcoming water crossings.

· Legislation – there is a need to ensure that “island-proofing” is fully incorporated in the processes of drawing up new legislation which would bear on island life.   Equally, there may be areas where legislation is required to remove or reduce discrimination against island residents.
Actions Required

The two previous sections of this paper to the Convention put forward a number of ideas for how we in the Highlands & Islands might further sustain the development of our island communities and how the rest of Scotland might help us in that process.     The debate at the Convention will undoubtedly stimulate additional suggestions under the two broad headings.

What is required at this stage is not an immediate assessment of the individual ideas, but a shared recognition between Ministers and partners that Scotland’s islands are a distinctive and highly valuable asset to the nation as a whole and that the investment which we together make in these communities should be systematically reshaped to ensure the greatest fitness for purpose over the next 5-10 years and beyond.
Two key pieces of action would be required:   a collaborative exercise by the public-sector partners serving the island areas to establish how further joint activities could extend the effectiveness of current work in stimulating economic and community development;  and a Scottish Executive-led assessment of the potential scope of a compact for Scotland’s islands, drawing on international experience.

Scotland’s islands offer outstanding examples of success stories in the ways in which island communities have adapted to the challenges facing them.   With appropriately-planned investment, such examples can be multiplied over the coming years, enabling our islands to extend their long-standing contribution to the richness of Scotland.
William Roe

Chairman

Highlands & Islands Enterprise

(in consultation with Convention partners)

October 2006.
ANNEX 1 – ISLANDS LISTED BY POPULATION SIZE
Islands with sizable populations




1991 Population
2001 Population
% Change

Lewis, Gt Bernera,


21,737


19,918

      -8.4
Harris and Scalpay
Shetland Mainland,


17,596


17,575

      -0.1
Burra, Trondra and
Muckle Roe

Orkney Mainland,


15,128


15,339

     +1.4
Burray and S Ronaldsay
Bute




 7,354


 7,142

      -2.9
Arran




 4,474


 5,058

   +13.1
Uists, Benbecula,


 5,903


 4,857

    -17.7
Berneray and Eriskay

Islay




 3,538


 3,457

     -2.3
Mull




 2,708


 2,696

     -0.4
Islands with medium-sized populations




1991 Population
2001 Population
% Change

Great Cumbrae (NA)


1,393


1,434

      +2.9
Barra and Vatersay (WI)

1,316


1,172

     -10.9

Whalsay (S)



1,041


1,034

       -0.7

Yell (S)




1,075


   957

     -11.0

Tiree (A&B)



  768


   770

      +0.3

Unst (S)



1,055


   720

     -31.8

Westray (O)



  704


   563

     -20.0
Sanday
(O)



  533


   478

     -10.3
Hoy (O)



  477


   392

     -17.8

Bressay (S)



  352


   384

      +9.1

Stronsay (O)



  382


   358

      -6.3

Shapinsay (O)



  322


   300

      -6.8

Islands with small populations (minimum size listed 20 people at 2001 census)




1991 Population
2001 Population
% Change

Rousay (O)



291


267

     -8.2

Luing (A&B)



182


220

   +20.9

Raasay
(H)



163


194

   +19.0

Jura (A&B)



196


188

     -4.1

Coll (A&B)



172


164

     -4.7
Lismore (A&B)



140


146

    +4.3

Iona (A&B)



130


125

    -3.8

Eday (O)



166


121

   -27.1

Colonsay (A&B)


106


113

    +6.6

Gigha (A&B)



143


110

   -23.1

Fetlar (S)



 90


 86

    -4.4

Flotta (O)



126


 81

  -35.7

North Ronaldsay (O)


 92


 70

  -23.9

Fair Isle (S)



 67


 69

  +3.0

Eigg (H)



 69


 67

   -2.9
Papa Westray (O)


 85


 65

  -23.5
Easdale (A&B)



 41


 58

 +41.5
Kerrera (A&B)



 39


 42

  +7.7
Egilsay
(O)



 46


 37

 -19.6
Foula (S)



 40


 31

 -22.5
Muck (H)



 24


 30

+25.0
Papa Stour (S)



 33


 25

-24.2
Rum (H)



 26


 22

-15.4
Graemsay (O)



 27


 21

 -22.2
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