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1
Placing Possibility

The Community Land
Conference, 29-30
September 2009, Isle of
Harris, Scotland

On 29 and 30 September 2009, representatives of the 20
largest community land owning trusts, responsible for the
management of over 400 000 acres of land in Scotland’s
Highlands and Islands, met in the Harris Hotel, Tairbeart, Isle
of Harris, in the Outer Hebrides, to discuss how to take

forward community-centred land reform.L Delegates at the
Community Land Conference shared a concern that despite
the well-publicized successes of the community land
ownership movement - underway since the historically
unprecedented purchase by the Assynt Crofters’ Trust of the
North Lochinver Estate in 1993 and supported, a decade
later, by the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 - momentum

had been lost (Table 1.1).2 A beginning had been made in
reversing the extraordinarily skewed distribution of land in

Scotland,2 but the process of democratizing land ownership
was far from complete. Funding streams that were essential
to communities seeking to purchase land that had been held
as private estates for hundreds of years, frequently by
absentee landlords, were no longer guaranteed, and land



reform itself seemed to have slipped from the Scottish
Government’'s agenda. The task for delegates was to
consider how to take the land reform process forward such
that other communities could search out its political-
possibilities.

Table 1.1 Community land ownership in Scotland, 2010

(Property over 2000 acres).
Source: Adapted from Wightman, 2010: 150.

Date of
Property Owner Acres Hectares  acquisition
West Harris Estate West Harris Crofting 16255 6578 2010
Trust
Galson Estate Urras Oigreachd 56000 22662 2007
Ghabsainn
South Uist Estate Storas Uibhist 93000 37636 2006
Glencanisp and Assynt Foundation 44578 18047 2005
Drumrunie Estates
North Harris Estate North Harris Trust 55000 22267 20039
Gigha The Isle of Gigha 3694 1495 2002
Heritage Trust
Little Assynt Estate Culag Community 2940 1190 2000
Woodland Trust
Forest of Birse Birse Community Trust 9000 3642 1999
Knoydart Estate Knoydart Foundation 16771 6787 1997
Eigg Isle of Eigg Heritage 7263 2939 1997
Trust
Melness Melness Crofters’ Estate 12522 5067 1995
Borve and Borve and Annishader 4502 1822 1993
Annishader Estate Township
North Assynt Estate  Assynt Crofters’ Trust 21132 8552 1993
Stornoway Estate Stornoway Trust 69400 28085 1923

@1n 2006, the Loch Seaforth Estate was added to the North Harris Estate, bringing
the total acreage to 62500 (25 304 ha).

In his introductory keynote address to the conference,
renowned historian James Hunter reminded the audience of
John McGrath’s immensely popular play The Cheviot, the



Stag and the Black, Black Oil, performed throughout the
Highlands and Islands in 1973. “For all its entertaining
format” - the play was staged in the vernacular idiom of a
ceilidh - Hunter emphasized its serious message, spoken in
the final scene by the full cast: “The people do not own the
land. The people do not control the land” (Hunter, 2009: 1).
He expanded,

Whether by clearing lairds, by the absentee owners of
sporting estates or by the multinational corporations
then beginning to be involved with North Sea oil, the
resident population of the Highlands and Islands, or so
McGrath contended, had been denied any jurisdiction
over their area’s natural assets - just as they’'d been
deprived, McGrath argued, of any substantial share of
the profits and revenues deriving from the commercial

exploitation of those assets (Hunter, 2009: 1).4
That was now changing. Since that “revolutionary moment”
in the summer of 1992 when the Assynt crofters decided to
bid for the North Lochinver Estate (now the North Assynt
Estate), placed on the market by the Iliquidators of
Scandinavian Property Services Ltd, which had owned the
land since 1989 (see MacAskill, 1999), people had begun to
question what had previously been taken for granted -
namely, “that private estates would forever be bought and
sold without reference to, or interference from, the people

living on them” (Hunter, 2009: 3).2

Hunter summarized the remarkable successes of
community land ownership. In material terms, achievements
included the provision of new housing and the upgrading of
existing housing, increases in population, the establishment
of new businesses and job opportunities, “more
environmentally-sensitive management of a whole range of
natural habitats” and renewable energy schemes (Hunter,
2009: 4). Less easy to measure, he noted, but “hugely
important”, was evidence of growing “self-esteem” and



“self-confidence” (Hunter, 2009: 4). He challenged those
present to raise the political profile of community land
ownership in Scotland and to lobby the government for a
renewed commitment to land reform. This government,
minority though it might be, was after all formed by the
Scottish National Party, a party that, while “far from power”
in 1973, had invited McGrath to stage a performance of The
Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil at their annual
conference (Hunter, 2009: 10).

Unanimously, representatives of the community trusts
present adopted a series of proposals designed to further

community land ownership in the Highlands and Islands.@
They mandated the working group of three who had
organized the conference to take these proposals forward to
the Scottish Government and to lead an investigation into
the possibility of more formal political representation of
community land owning groups. The name C-20, lightly
quipped at the first meeting in Inverness of a steering group
where the idea to hold a conference was first mooted,
provided an interim collective identifier for this purpose.
With a measure of irony, the name’s verbal resonance with
the G-20 conjures an identification with the global, but
simultaneously undercuts any claim to a global defined
through the reductionist deliberations of finance ministers
and the governors of central banks from 20 economies. The
name C-20 suggested a claim to an alternative, place-based
and more generous politics to that of a neoliberal imaginary.

Places of possibility

This is a book about the land reform process in Scotland’s
Highlands and Islands, which so inspired those present at
the conference to seek ways of ensuring its continuation. It
is also an engagement with the broader questions - of



property, nature and neoliberalization - through which this
struggle is constituted. The book considers how community
land ownership opens up the political terrain of particular
places through the reconfiguration of practices of property
and of nature to more socially just and sustainable
possibilities than those prefigured through prevailing norms
of neoliberal practice, specifically enclosure and-
privatization. More precisely, it explores how the
complicated and contingent process of “commoning” the
land through community ownership troubles binaries - of
public/private and nature/culture - and through these
disruptions creates a space/place where neoliberalism’s
normalizing practices are countered. The islands of the
Outer Hebrides (or the Western Isles, as these islands are
also known) are shown to be places of possibility where
norms that had previously confined political possibility are
now unsettled and new imaginaries configured.

Within Scotland, at “the cusp”, globally, of “community-
centric” land reform (Bryden and Geisler, 2007), the Outer
Hebrides provide an exceptionally rich area in which to
explore the political possibilities that are created as ideas of
property and nature are reworked through community land

ownership. L First, after a lengthy history of dispossession -
of the enclosure and privatization of rights to the land
associated both with the Clearances of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries and, more recently, of the collapse of
fish stocks, the decline in the price of sheep and the
vicissitudes of the (primarily Norwegian) corporately
controlled fish farms - it is these islands that are at the
forefront of the land reform movement. Well over one-third
of the land in the Outer Hebrides is now in community
ownership and over two-thirds of the population resides on-
community owned estates (West Highland Free Press
(WHFP), 19 January 2007: 1) (Map_l1.1; Table 1.2). Further-
community purchase of land is the subject of ongoing




discussion, Pairc Estate on the Isle of Lewis being one-
example (Chapter 4) and the island of Scalpay, Harris,
another. Places that had long been considered “peripheral”
to economic life in Scotland are now, ironically, at the
forefront of initiatives to achieve more sustainable futures -
economically, ecologically, socially and culturally.

Second, it is in these islands - arguably the windiest and
certainly among the “wildest” areas in Scotland - that
struggles over nature are acute. On the one hand, the Outer
Hebrides are caught up in globalizing discourses of
biodiversity and conservation of “wild” areas. Large areas of
the land (and adjacent seas) are subject to multiple and
overlapping protective environmental designations of
national, UK and European provenance. On the other, the
islands are the site of community and corporate initiatives
to harness the wind’s energy and sell electricity generated
from wind farms to the national grid, mobilized in turn by
discourses of climate change, renewable energy targets and
local/national/global sustainability. In a struggle over the
wind that has to do with the assertion of rights to property
and to a sustainable future, community is pitted against
corporation or private syndicate. In turn, all three are party
to a complex decision-making process where the other main
players are the local planning authority (Comhairle nan
Eilean Siar/Western Isles Council, referred to commonly as
the Comhairle by Gaelic and English speakers alike), the
government agency responsible for conservation matters
(Scottish Natural Heritage, SNH), and environmental non-
governmental organizations, particularly the John Muir Trust
and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds. Who has
the right to define the meanings of nature may, in these
circumstances, be hotly contested.



Map 1.1 Community land ownership in the Outer Hebrides.
© Ashworth Maps and Interpretation Ltd 2011. Contains
Ordnance Survey data © Crown copyright and database
right 2011.
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Table 1.2 Assessment of the Western Isles population living
within a community owned estate, 2010.

Areg?

Community Approx. % of Western

owned estate population  Isles population™ Acres Hectares
Galson 2139 8.1 56000 22 662
Stornoway Trust 12015 45.3 69 400 28 085
Bhaltos 98 0.4 1705 690
North Harris 704 2.7 62500 25293
South Uist 3200 12.1 93000 37 636
West Harris 123 0.5 16255 6 578
Total 18 279 69 298 860 120944

@ Combairle nan Eilean Siar Local Authority Area’s total population — 26 502

(2001 Census).

®There are 758 844 acres in the Western Isles (38.6 per cent of land is community
owned, excluding Ath Linne forests).

Third, these islands share common challenges of social,
cultural and economic fragility and thus hopes that
community ownership of the land can reverse this situation
are high. A recent study commissioned by Combhairle nan
Eilean Siar/The Western Isles Council drew attention to
alarming population trends (HallAitken, 2007). Overall, in
these islands, data indicate that the population fell by 40
per cent between 1901 and 2001, with the steepest declines
in Harris, the Uists and Barra (HallAitken, 2007: 1). The
population of Harris, for instance, fell by 60 per cent over
this time period, from a total of 5271 in 1901 to 2120 in
2001 (HallAitken, 2007: 12). Between 1991 and 2001, a 12
per cent decline was recorded (Bryden et al., 2008: 25).
More recent data for the islands as a whole suggest a small
increase in population of 1 per cent between 2003 and
2005, with an uneven spread among age groups and
geographically (HallAitken, 2007: 13). The largest increase
(10 per cent) was in the age group 55-59, characterized by
the report as “lifestyle in-migration”; disturbingly, over the



same time period, the number of children under the age of
15 continued to decline (HallAitken, 2007: 13, 19). The
ageing of the population is evident - in 2001, 35 per cent of
the population of Harris and Scalpay were aged 60 or over,
a figure that compares with 26 per cent for the Outer
Hebrides as a whole (Bryden et al., 2008: 25). On Harris
itself, there has been a reversal of the downward population
spiral since 2003 and, between 2003 and 2005, an increase
of 10 per cent in the primary school roll (HallAitken, 2007:
17, 16).

Outmigration, particularly by women, who leave in greater
numbers than men, is singled out as significant in explaining
population trends (HallAitken, 2007: 2). The report cites as
the main reasons for outmigration the limited number of job
opportunities, particularly those that fall into the category of
“skilled”, the search for further education and then
employment on the Scottish mainland, and the lack of-
affordable housing (HallAitken, 2007: 2). The acquisition of
houses as second or holiday homes, as well as demand from
older people (often retirees) moving to the islands, notes
the report, pushes up prices such that the young, in
particular, can no longer afford to buy (HallAitken, 2007:
30). Against a Scottish average of 1.3 per cent of the
housing stock in second or holiday homes, the figure for the
Outer Hebrides is 7.2 per cent; in West Harris, this figure
rises to 17 per cent (HallAitken, 2007: 30-31). The report
lists five “factors” as critical in the reversal of these trends
and in the creation of “sustainable communities”:
sustainable employment, private-sector led economic
diversity, the provision of affordable housing, “self--
determination” and “clean energy” (HallAitken, 2007: 4-5),
issues to which | return later. It is also the case that the
islands face the threat of cultural loss. As the “heartland” of
the Gaidhealtachd, it is here that is found the highest
proportion of Gaelic speakers in Scotland, but this number is



declining. On Harris, 81.7 per cent of the population (1861
people) spoke Gaelic in 1991; this was reduced to 69.9 per
cent (1447 people) in 2001 (Bryden et al., 2008: Appendix
5:21).8

Among the several communities that now own land in the
Outer Hebrides, | place particular attention on Urras Ceann
a Tuath na Hearadh/the North Harris Trust (NHT), which
bought the 55 000 acre (22 267 ha) North Harris Estate from
Jonathan Bulmer in 2003, to which was added the 7500 acre
(3036 ha) Loch Seaforth Estate in 2006 (NHT, 2007: 6). In
total, the NHT owns 62 500 acres (25 304 ha) of land, 29
300 acres (11 862 ha) (46.9 per cent) of which are under
crofting tenure and 33 200 acres (13 441 ha) (53.1 per cent)
of which lie outwith crofting tenure (NHT, 2007: 18). The
population is about 700, the majority living in Tarbairt; about
250 live in the various crofting townships located along the
coast (NHT, 2007: 6). In addition to some income from
crofting, the main sources of employment are public service,
fishing, fish farming and construction (NHT, 2007: 28). In
addition, tourism is a major income earner (NHT, 2007: 28).

Photograph 1.1 Cairn marking the North Harris Trust.

Source: author.
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LRRAS CEANN A TUA TH NA HEFARAL
The l|}|.-_'n|:'|1' of Moarth Harris
became the proud owners

of their own land on 14th March 2003

«'s foinn fhiin am fearanmn.”

Photograph 1.2 The hills of North Harris from Ben
Luskentyre in South Harris.
Source: author.



In one sense, the strongest methodological reason for this
choice is that, of the three largest land owning community
trusts in the islands (the other two being Urras Oighreachd
Ghabhsainn/the Galson Estate Trust, Isle of Lewis, and
Storas Uibhist/South Uist Estate, South Uist, Eriskay and
Benbecula), the North Harris Trust is the oldest (Photograph
1.1). It is thus here that the negotiation of the political-
possibilities of community land ownership has occurred over
the longest period of time. It is also the case that it is on the
North Harris Estate that some of the most visible struggles
over nature - as “the wild” and with respect to the wind -
have occurred (Photograph 1.2). However, the more
immediate rationale for this choice is that | have carried out
research in the Isle of Harris since 1995 - a time when a
multinational corporation’s proposal for planning permission
for a superquarry at Lingerbay, in the south of the island,
was the subject of a public inquiry (Barton, 1996; Owens
and Cowell, 1996; Mackenzie, 1998b; Mcintosh, 2004). |
thus have extensive research experience in this area. An-
agreement to conduct research with the North Harris Trust



