SRDP Meeting – Poolewe 26th June 2008 – Note of Meeting

Attendance: 24 people plus Simon Allison, John Toal and Issie MacPhail

The presentations were both well received and gave cause for some thought and discussion.  

SRDP

There was some debate about the relationship between existing RSS and LMC obligations and the new opportunities under SRDP.  It was noted that there are some 100 options and this can be very bewildering.  It is probably simplest to pick your ‘delivery option’ first and work from that.  Concern was expressed about the exclusively broadband based access to this new scheme since many people can’t use a PC and/or can’t get broadband.  It was noted that SAC staff are progressing application for members in most areas but SAC staff may become overwhelmed.  There are other consultants who can act as agents but obviously this means an up-front cost with no notion of potential success of the application.  The services offered by Rural Direct were highlighted and leaflets provided.  Simon was congratulated on his helpful and insightful analysis and translation of this scheme.  

COI

This excellent summary of the main points proved thought provoking.  Discussion ensued about how one might defined a suitable working definition of ‘beneficial use’ of croft ground.  The role of the proposed Local Crofting Boards generated lively debate.  It was noted that the recommendations implied that these ‘LCBs’ would be very powerful.  A question was raised as to whether absentee croft tenants would be entitled to vote if the COI recommendations on electing Commissioners were implemented.  There was also interest expressed in who would vote – everyone or just crofters? – since the proposals for changing Grazings Committees into Township Development Committees makes mention of non-crofters being part of that.  There was discussion also about how LCBs and Township Development Committees might relate to and interact with Community Councils and some concern expressed over significant potential overlaps, duplication and confusion.  

While the Commission’s key role was recognised as being regulatory clarification was sought on the Commission’s current development function.  It was noted that the Commission could do better in its regulatory role.  Members of the audience enquired as to whether HIE was actually interested in taking over the development function or equipped to do so?  The Community Land Unit was noted as a good example of focused and energetic delivery.  However if crofters and crofting were to be just another general category grave concerns were expressed about effective and sensitive support in the future.  The loss of the CCDS was noted as a big blow.  

A member of the audience enquired about the capacity for a non statutory appeals mechanism within the new proposals over decisions by LCBs and the Commission itself.  It was noted, in terms of increasing collaboration between different agencies that problems with securing water connections was currently a significant break on house building and local development and therefore an issue for population retention.  Some of those present expressed fears over the potential impact of the proposed ‘burden’ on the value of their houses and property.  

SRDP Meeting – Ullapool  1st July 2008 – Note of Meeting

Attendance: 23 plus Simon Allison, John Toal and Issie MacPhail

The presentations on SRDP and COI were well made and well received.  Concern was expressed over the need to advertise such useful meetings locally using The Ullapool News and posters.  This point was noted as was the role of Assessors and Clerks in alerting people to this and other such meetings.

SRDP

All agreed that there was a lot to take in and new systems are very challenging but that clearly there were opportunities for those who gave it a go.  The help offered by Rural Direct in making applications for townships and community groups was highlighted and leaflets provided.  It was noted that the fact that applications have to be on-line is a big problem for many people and for whole areas where there is no broadband.  It was suggested that those who could access SRDP on-line would need to help others by printing off information.  It was noted that care needed to be taken in which colours to use in Powerpoint presentations to ensure readability for those with colour blindness.  

Attendees were glad to note that CCAGS remains in place and available via the new application packs which are paper not on-line!  

COI

It was noted that this Report would require considerable thought because it contains a lot of new and challenging ideas.  Several of those present had attended their local meeting during the consultation period.  The big challenge of balancing the needs of the individual crofter with the wider interest in terms of township, crofting community and the wider community was noted as being something everyone involved in crofting needs to engage with.  

Members of the audience noted that the Commission’s key role was in regulation and that there are benefits to an ‘arms length’ system for this but the Commission could perhaps do better at using the powers already at its disposal.  A ‘shake-up’ was long overdue but some of those present expressed a preference for keeping the Commission, assuming a shake-up would be achieved.  

Concerns were raised about the difficulty in accessing copies of the COI Report in hard copy format.  It appeared that there was a shortage of them which was worrying.

Surprise was expressed that the COI recommendations made scant reference to the role of landlords in any kind of reform.  The recent Reform Bill has had implications for all types of landowners – traditional and the newer community and ‘not-for-profit’ kind and it is likely that these recommendations will too.  

Questions were raised about what sort of appeal process might be put in place as part of the proposed new system of regulation via LCBs and interest was expressed in whether the LCBs would be required to handle all case work?  There was some debate on who the members of LCBs might be and who would be entitled to vote if an electoral system was used.  In summary the proposals regarding restructuring of the regulatory function via LCBs caused alarm since many present felt that this would be a more expensive, more time consuming and more cumbersome system which would put great pressure on local areas and those called to serve on such Boards.  Some present felt that very few people would wish to serve as members of an LCB.  

Again deep concerns were raised about adding to the township burden by changing Grazings Committees into a different organisation all together.  Regarding development work questions and concerns were raised over the wisdom of transferring this function to HIE and how that might actually work.

It was suggested that the proposed burdens were causing great alarm since they seemed to be primarily a mechanism for devaluing croft ground and croft houses.  It was suggested that such a proposal failed to take into account the historical background to the development of the crofting system – most particularly that the croft rent was for the bareland croft because previous generations were given undeveloped bareland.  It was the forebears of current tenants who created whatever monetary value now resides in the croft by bringing the land into cultivation, working the land and building houses and outbuildings down through several generations.  It was suggested that any proposal to then wilfully create mechanisms aimed at devaluing what the family had created hardly seemed fair.  One attendee expressed the view that the current COI recommendations contradict the ’76 Act .  Since one was created and debated in Westminster while the current recommendations and reforms were created in Edinburgh questions were raised about the extent of devolved powers in this area and potential challenges and tensions between Edinburgh and Westminster.  

All present agreed that the COI recommendations would challenge everyone in teasing out the detail and the range of implications for crofters and crofting over the coming months.  
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