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Steering group secretary Neil Campbell says demographic trends are worrying

Community weigh up buy-out
plan for west side of Harris

The west side of Harris, perhaps
the most photographed and
immediately recognisable parts
of the Western Isles, could be
about to join the vast tracts of
Hebridean land now held in
community hands.

A steering group is currently
investigating the prospect of
launching a community buy-out of
the 6,000 hectares between
Scaristavore and Luskentyre — a
purchase that, if approved, would
represent the first transfer of
government-owned crofting estates
to the local population.

Should the plans receive the go-
ahead it would leave the southern
and eastern districts as the only parts
of the island not in communty
ownership following the historic
£4.5 million purchase of the 55.000-
acre north Harris estate in 2003,

The island’s west side — made
up of three SEERAD estates
covering the townships of

Sacaristavore, Shelibost, Borve and
Luskentyre — remains entirely
under crofting tenure. But the
district’s demographics have shown
worrying trends in recent years,
according to  Neil Campbell,
secretary of the steering group
currently examining the community
bid.

Around 37 per cent of the local
population is now over 65, h 5
and over 30 of the 86 houses in the
area are either holiday homes or
self-catering cottages. There is just
one child, Mr Campbell’s youngest
son, who is under five years of age.
And while the 13-pupil school at
Shelibost is currently safe from
closure, there are fears for its long-
term prospects unless younger
blood is attracted into the
community.

Mr Campbell, who runs an
award-winning self-catering
business in Scarista, feels the buy-
out could stimulate development in
ways the current system of land

ownership does not. “We have a
good landlord in that generally they
will consent to any croft transfers
etc, but they have never been pro-
active in helping to develop
communities,” he said. “Other
communities have made buy-outs a
success and we feel the same could
happen here.”

A meeting held by the 10-strong
steering group last week attracted
some 30 residents, and a community
consultation — carried out by Agnes
Rennie, who helped lead a

sful buy-out of the Galson
Estate in Lewis — is now underway.

Supporters of the bid have said a
buy-out would encourage
affordable housing development
and help obtain benefits from the

renewable energy resources.

ions include the

creation or transfer of six new crofts,

10 house sites and the construction
of a hydro-electric scheme.

Local crofter Morag MacLennan
said she believed the community

had a chance to exploit the full
potential of the land and keep all the
proceeds from any future housing
or renewable energy plans within
the area.

*At the moment 50 per cent goes
to the townships and 50 per ce
the landlord,” she said. “But if it was
community-owned all the proceeds
would stay locally.”

The feasibility study into the buy-
out proposal is due to be completed
by the end of July, with any ballot
of crofters and local residents likely
to follow in August.

Scottish Environment minister
Mike Russell has already indicated
the Scottish Government would be
a willing seller, and as the area is
entirely under crofting tenure the
price of the purchase is unlikely to
be as high as in other similar
ventures. For the plans to proceed,
however, at least 50 per cent of all
crofters, and 50 per cent of all
residents would need to first give
their approval.




