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	Summary

Following a brief discussion of the historical claims of crofting, the paper identifies key contributions that particularly land-owning crofting communities are making with respect to achieving more sustainable and socially just futures in the 21st century.  The contributions include: initiatives in re-working the land under community ownership and re-thinking the idea of community; custodianship of a valuable and biodiverse natural heritage and  re-considering the idea of the wild; the generation of renewable energy from small-scale installations; and support for a rich cultural heritage, including Gaelic.


· At the national level, crofting contributes to agendas of sustainability and social justice, including those defined in terms of society, culture (including Gaelic), the economy and the environment. 

· At the UK and international level, crofting has the potential to make an effective contribution to meeting targets for the generation of electricity from renewable sources and for the stewardship of biodiversity and ‘wild’ places. 

· With ownership of the land, crofting communities contribute to the re-thinking of sustainable alternatives to models of individual, private, tenure.    

· Land-ownership provides crofting communities with the political and social space to address long-standing issues of lack of confidence and to move forward confidently in taking entrepreneurial initiatives which can lead to employment opportunities.

· Through the provision of affordable housing, land-owning crofting communities can address problems of population decline, particularly those associated with the outmigration of youth, as well as issues of social justice.

· By providing a model of rural employment based on occupational plurality, crofting can contribute to the re-thinking of the future of rural areas where diversification rather than a sole emphasis on agriculture is required under the new EU Common Agricultural Policy.

1.  Introduction

Following a brief discussion of the historically embedded case for crofting, the paper focuses on the political, social, cultural, economic, and environmental possibilities that are emerging among crofting communities since the buy-out of the North Lochinver Estate by the Assynt Crofters’ Trust in 1993 and the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003. Its central objective is to consider the case that may be made for crofting in the 21st century with respect to the achievement of sustainable and socially just futures. It links action on the ground in crofting communities, particularly where land is now under community ownership, to nationally-sanctioned discourses of sustainability and social justice as well as to those policies defined more specifically in terms of social inclusion, the generation of energy from renewable resources, biodiversity and the natural heritage, Gaelic and the cultural heritage. The paper makes the argument that, through the collective ownership and management of the land, crofting communities are situated at the forefront globally of exploring new initiatives in the achievement of more sustainable livelihoods.

2. The historical claim of crofting
The bond between people and the land, an inalienable right to the land captured in Gaelic by the term dùthchas, underpins the historical claim of crofting (see Hunter, 1976; Devine, 1994). It was this historically resilient right to the land that provided the symbolic resource on which people drew to resist the Clearances of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and which informs contemporary claims to the land in the Highlands and Islands. Importantly, the concept makes visible a collective rather than individual claim to the land that is, in turn, reliant on the day-to-day collective management of the land. Examples include the use of common grazings for the rearing of sheep and the plantings of native woodland which have followed the Crofter Forestry (Scotland) Act 1991. However problematic its provisions with respect to the question of who owned the land and the silencing of such rights as those of cottars, the Crofters’ Act of 1886 provided a measure of legal security to the land for crofters, as tenants. Crofters’ demands for secure tenure that were so evident in the Napier Commission hearings may be traced directly to the belief in an inheritable right to the land. 

Security of tenure to a small area of in-bye land worked individually and, generally, to a substantial area of grazings worked in common, has led in turn to four further claims which may be made for crofting and which are of significance regarding the future (Hunter, 1991). The first concerns crofting’s success in retaining a rural population when other rural areas reliant on agriculture as the sole source of income have declined. Crofting’s success here results from occupational plurality. It has become much more evident as the EU has questioned a rural policy defined in terms of maximising agricultural output per unit of land and sought to reform the Common Agricultural Policy along more environmentally sustainable lines. As Frank Rennie, first president of the Scottish Crofters’ Union, stated so clearly, ‘Far from being a mildly embarrassing relic from the distant past crofting points the way to the diversified rural economy which is being sought on all sides’ (The Crofter, 1989, cited in Hunter, 1991: 21). Second, following from this, and notwithstanding the problems of sheep monoculture associated with subsidies calculated on the basis of headage, crofters’ practice of low-intensity agriculture is increasingly recognised as responsible for the maintenance of highly valued ‘natural’ environments, including their bird and plant biological diversity.  Crofters’ sustainable stewardship of the land has been and is rewarded by various policy initiatives of which Scottish Natural Heritage’s Natural Care programme is a current example. Third, crofting communities are credited with the survival of a rich cultural heritage of which Gaelic forms a central element. And finally, to expand on Hunter’s (1991: 22) observation that crofting ‘works’ to identify a further social/political claim of crofting, it is through everyday practice that the notion of community, of a collective responsibility, and of what it means to belong are re-worked. Through labour and the daily exercise of collective responsibilities, community, in all its heterogeneity, is re-created. 

It is with respect to these claims and the ongoing challenges that face crofting – including those that have proved to be so controversial in recent debates centring on the Crofting Reform Bill – that crofting community response to the Land Reform Act may be placed. Drawing on the experiences of crofting communities that own and manage their land, the paper now considers the ways through which these earlier claims of crofting are re-worked in ways that have the potential to lead to more sustainable and socially just futures in the 21st century. The next section of the paper is organised around three themes: the working of the land and the creation of community; the contribution of crofting to environmental issues and the idea of the natural heritage as a ‘working wild’; and crofting community generation of renewable energy. In the conclusion, the association between Gaelic and cultural heritage is briefly examined. 

3. Crofting and the politics of the possible in the 21st century
i. Working the land, re-creating community

The headlines that have accompanied crofting community buy-outs of large estates make evident how momentous an achievement ownership of estates that were frequently in the hands of absentee owners is: ‘We have won the land’, proclaimed the Assynt Crofters in 1993; ‘The land is ours’, announced the North Harris Trust in March 2003; and for Sealladh na Beinne Moire, now the owners of the South Uist Estate, St Andrew’s Day in 2006 was celebrated as ‘Independence Day’.  Such has been the response in the Outer Hebrides to land reform that, following the purchase by Urras Oighreachd Ghabhsainn/the Galson Trust of that estate in North Lewis on 12 January 2007, The West Highland Free Press calculated that over two-thirds of the population of the Outer Hebrides now lived on community-owned estates which make up over half the land area (19 January 2007).

But the profound sense of history that marked each community buy-out – the re-claiming of a collective right to the land – does not belie the solid economic case that was required of those communities that sought financial and other support from the Community Land Unit (CLU) of Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) and the Scottish Land Fund (SLF) (replaced in 2006 by Growing Community Assets). Feasibility studies carried out by independent consultants identified the strengths and risks associated with the different options and assessed the economic viability of community ownership. Frequently, these studies were accompanied by energy audits which examined the capacity for generating electricity from renewable sources. It was recognised that income from such sources could provide much needed capital for financing community initiatives. Community ownership of an estate would indeed address what David Cameron, first chair of the North Harris Trust, (in a letter to Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’s Planning Officer, 2006), has called the ‘confidence problem’ which has been identified by so much research in the Highlands and Islands (see Shucksmith, Chapman and Clark, 1996) as an outcome of lengthy histories of dispossession. But, additionally, capital was required to put in place community-led initiatives that would address problems associated with a declining and ageing population, high rates of outmigration, particularly of youth, and limited employment opportunities, experienced in many, but not all, areas where crofting is practised.: ‘Without the capital, there will be no further progress. There will be absolutely no chance to reverse the North Harris situation. There will be no chance to become a sustainable community’, Cameron insisted in the letter cited above.

Central to a re-working of the land under community ownership, and consistent with the provisions of the Land Reform Act, bye-laws of each land-owning trust which is registered as a Company Limited by Guarantee stipulate that the crofting community be defined in terms of place, rather than interest. This means that, unlike the case of the Assynt Crofters’ Trust where, at the time of the buy-out, only crofters were eligible to become members, non-crofters as well as crofters are members of the land-owning trust. Although all crofters do not share the same history or genealogical depth in an area, their particular interest in the land (now as owners as well as tenants) has the potential to be divisive in the re-constitution of community. Two points may be made here: first, with community ownership, there is no exclusionary claim to the land or to membership in the community, however significant an historical principle of collective rights (dùthchas) may have been in the struggle for the land; second, as a corollary, the land owning trusts are providing the political space where new meanings of community are created; they are sites where a sense of belonging is re-worked. As the meanings of the land have changed, so are the meanings of community and what it means to belong. At times, as would be expected, this process of creating community may be contentious; but it does mean that the trusts provide new political spaces where issues of social inclusion are worked out.

One example of this rethinking of community concerns the provision of housing, regarded as critical in reversing population loss. A concern common to many parts of the Highlands and Islands is the upward spiralling of house prices triggered by the conversion of housing stock into holiday homes and the in-migration of retirees. The rise in prices means that local, and especially younger, people can frequently no longer afford to buy homes. While community land-owning trusts cannot control the market in crofts, the experience of Gigha has demonstrated that such trusts may take initiatives to ensure the provision of affordable housing by placing burdens on the land where new housing is built, whether this building takes place on trust land or land (common grazings) that crofters are willing to sell. Under the Title Conditions (Scotland) Act 2004, a Rural Housing Burden allows a housing body to effect a measure of control over the sale of a property through a right of pre-emption. While this is new, and thus largely untested legal terrain, it does indicate the potential of community ownership of the land for achieving more sustainable and socially just futures in the Highlands and Islands.

With respect to re-working the meanings of the land, although not necessarily tied to community ownership, there are examples of trusts providing active support for entrepreneurial initiatives on crofts which have the potential to re-invigorate that part of the economy and support those environmentally sound agricultural practices for which crofting has been known in the past. These include strengthening the economic base of crofting through diversification, including support for the marketing – and ‘branding’ – of croft produce, making visible its claims to high quality and, sometimes, organic provenance. A particular recent initiative here concerns horticulture and the growing number of farmers’ markets that may be found in crofting areas. Second, trusts can and do act as sources of information about the various grants for agriculture or forestry that are available to crofters. This may result in support of environmentally sustainable agricultural practices such as those endorsed by the recent Rural Stewardship Scheme and now evident in SNH’s Natural Care programme, which foster biodiversity, conservation and the planting of native woodland. As the next section of the paper makes clear, under community ownership, economies of scale and environmental benefits can be achieved through joint plantings of native woodland. These initiatives by crofters and crofting trusts are now supported financially by the Scottish Forestry Grants Scheme of the Forestry Commission Scotland and, in places such as the Outer Hebrides, by a Locational Premium. In turn, initiatives which support the natural heritage also support the ‘greening’ of the tourist industry on which crofting so frequently relies.

It is also important to recognise that a re-working of the meanings of the land and of community has not taken place through a process of communities working in isolation from each other. Their navigation of the uncharted waters of community land-ownership has benefited from the foresight of the CLU, initially led by John Watt, and the SLF, that communities needed not just financial support, but the support which a network of people engaged with similar issues could provide. In large measure, the network of community trusts that now exists owes its strength to the bonds forged through participation in a series of workshops funded by the CLU and SLF and, more recently, the Energy Unit of HIE, and hosted by different communities over the past few years. Examples of such workshops include those held in Knoydart and Gigha on company structure and funding for initiatives designed to take forward applications for small-scale hydro schemes or windfarms. In April 2006, the NHT hosted a workshop appropriately called, ‘Community Energy: Leading from the Edge’, which focused on different forms of renewable energy – the wind, waves, tides, hydrogen. Another workshop hosted by the NHT in 2006 explored the different ways of ‘Making the Land Pay’. And, in the autumn, 2006, Gigha held a workshop on housing. At these workshops, expertise is shared among community trusts as well as with invited speakers. Ways to proceed in the face of particular problems are explored. On a practical level, the relationships established at the workshops means that the wheel does not constantly have to be re-invented; on another level, the workshops and relationships contribute to the growing confidence of community trusts in moving creatively and decisively forward. If community is indeed created through everyday practice, as earlier claims of crofting have suggested, then that meaning of community is extended substantially through the growing network of community trusts. 

ii. Working nature/ working the wild
Frequently, the estates which are now in crofting community ownership are recognised for their outstanding environmental quality. They may have national, UK, and EU conservation designations. Community ownership provides new political spaces for re-thinking practices of conservation and sustainable management which have relevance well beyond the boundaries of land under crofting tenure. These spaces provide a means of bringing a measure of local control to areas which have at times been seen as ‘sterilised’ through what Sandy Mather (1993: 374) has called ‘the scientific colonialism’ of ‘“core” conservationists’ or which have been the site of ‘elite blood sports’ (Lorimer, 2000: 403). In renegotiating the meanings of ‘nature’ and ‘the wild’, crofting communities draw on long-standing claims of responsible stewardship of the land to point the way towards new forms of land management and land use for the 21st century. Three examples demonstrate the point. They make visible how historically constructed the land and landscape are, how areas designated as ‘wild’ are emptied rather then empty of people. 

The first example concerns the possibility that crofting communities have in negotiating agreements with SNH for the management of estates they now own. In the case of the North Harris Trust this involves responsibility for areas that comprise 63% of the estate designated as a Special Protection Area, as a Site of Special Scientific Interest, and as an EU Special Area of Conservation. (The whole of the estate lies within the South Lewis, Harris and North Uist National Scenic Area). It includes management of a deer herd and addressing problems of overgrazing. It covers territory that comprises mountain, moor and machair, the last two landscape features bearing the imprint of historically-deep human interaction. Indeed, as is well known, the biodiversity of the machair owes its richness in part to crofters’ farming practices. Such management agreements as that reached recently by the North Harris Trust and SNH provide a source of income for community trusts as well as leading to meaningful local participation in what has hitherto been viewed as of interest to scientific communities outwith the area.  It is also appropriate to note, with a view to considering crofting’s contribution in the 21st century that, in the case of the North Harris Trust, the Knoydart Foundation and, most recently, the Assynt Foundation, as examples, community trusts have established working relationships with environmental non-governmental organisations, here specifically, the John Muir Trust. In the case of the North Harris Trust, this has involved the production of an interpretation plan for the estate and remedial work on footpaths, work that illustrates North Harris as a ‘working wild’ rather than a ‘wild’ exempt from human history.

The second example comes from crofting community initiatives in the planting of native woodland. While such planting is not restricted to land-owning communities, community ownership does allow for more comprehensive estate management in this regard. This includes the planting of riparian woodlands that are considered so important for the sustainability of wild salmon and, in turn, the globally rare freshwater pearl mussel which is dependent for part of its life cycle on salmonids. As in the first example above, it is also interesting to note that the exercise of crofting community initiative, here in the planting of native species whose diversity is recognised in the ancient Ogham alphabet,
 reveals a land and landscape that is historically constructed. The action of planting the new woodland – of preparing the ground for seedlings – reveals the roots of trees, preserved in the peat, which grew thousands of years ago. And, as part of a search for seeds from as local a source as possible for the planting of ‘native’ woodland, unexpected sources of resiliently rich biodiversity are being discovered, for example in clefts in the land safe from the predations of sheep and deer. In no sense is this a land and landscape immune from cultural, social and economic crossings of the past or the present. Recognition of this places land-owning crofting communities in a strong position from which to respond to contemporary calls for support for biodiversity and the sustainable management of the land. It is here that ecologically-precise, local, knowledge, essential for both is found. In itself, this is a profoundly significant contribution that crofting can make in the 21st century.

Third, at the same time that the tree-less landscape is exposed as an historical artefact, and as community trusts take over ownership and management of the land, the case for preserving large parts of the estate as the exclusive playground of the wealthy for blood sports is called into question. Crofting communities, now owning rights to stalking (deer) and rough shooting (grouse), and often fishing, can now not only plant trees, but in an effort to effect more comprehensive and socially just management of the estate than occurred before, explore a number of other options. These often include a culling of the deer herd where overgrazing is evident; they may also involve opening up the stalking, shooting and fishing to local people – for a fee, but one that ensures these activities are no longer the preserve of the wealthy. Such action also can also ensure that previous jobs on the estate are secured. By working the wild in this way, community interest rather than that of an individual is ensured.

iii. Working the wind and water     

The idea of a working land and a working wild is an important one to take forward in considering the significant contribution crofting communities have the potential to make in the 21st century with respect to the generation of electricity from renewable sources. The idea is referred to here, not in order to licence disregard of environmental designations intended to protect bird, plant and animal biodiversity and visual and landscape amenity, but to emphasise that sensitively-sited, small scale, generation of electricity – from wind, water or biomass - may frequently be compatible with such designations. Such generation of renewable energy has the further potential of contributing importantly to commitments to the Kyoto Protocol and to local agendas of job creation and population retention.  One has to look no further than to the Dancing Ladies of Gigha, as the three wind turbines are known locally, to recognise the enormous economic, environmental and social significance of such initiatives. To return to the words of David Cameron (now director of the trading wing of the North Harris Trust) cited in part 3.i. above, capital is needed to invest in the creation of jobs which will help to reverse the tide of outmigration, particularly of youth. The words of Alistair Macleod, Development Officer for the North Harris Trust, made the matter clear at a meeting to which he was invited in Point, Lewis: the wind ‘is potentially going to transform our income stream radically. It is very exciting. We are confident we are going to achieve it. It really is what community ownership is about. It is our land and the asset of the wind is something we should take advantage of’ (cited in The Stornoway Gazette, 16 June 2005).

Whether through the generation of energy from small-scale windfarms (Gigha) or hydro installations (North Assynt, Knoydart), the crucial point is that profit remains in the community.  As David Cameron has emphasised in the context of North Harris: ‘We could have gone with something much larger and lost control … but here the community retains control’.  The small-scale working of the wind, or of water, re-enforces rights to the land held collectively and supports a community, rather than a corporate, ethic. The alternative, a ‘big bang approach’ to development, to use former MP Calum MacDonald’s words, has never worked in the Highlands and Islands (in The West Highland Free Press, 7 October 2005). In the even stronger language of one of Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’s councillors, the proposals for large scale windfarms for Lewis that were then being considered would signify ‘the new clearances’, effectively disempowering communities and fostering ‘a dependency culture’, when the small-scale generation of wind power through land-owning crofting communities could effect the opposite. This process of community-led initiatives with respect to the generation of renewable energy is, in turn, congruent with principles of social justice and the building of sustainable futures. Land-owning crofting communities are thus in a strong position to make effective contributions to local, national, and global agendas through the generation of electricity from small-scale initiatives. 

At the same time that the potential particularly of wind power to turn around the fortunes of economically fragile communities is recognised, and that considerable support for these initiatives is available from HIE’s Community Energy Unit and now the Community Energy Company, it is evident that community proposals may face difficult challenges. First, opposition from a number of sources, particularly SNH, can cause lengthy delays in the process of gaining planning approval. If SNH opposes a proposal, the matter has to be referred to the Scottish Executive. While, obviously, SNH’s mandate is a vital one, the experience of communities such as the Assynt Crofters’ Trust with respect to a small-scale hydro scheme and the North Harris Trust with respect to a three-turbine windfarm causes concern. Lengthy delays in the granting of planning permission are costly in a number of respects. It is interesting in this regard, with respect to the North Harris Trust’s proposal for a windfarm, that the John Muir Trust is supportive, endorsing the idea of a working wild in this context. Second, as in the case of Pairc, Lewis, the issue of interposed leases which place ‘development rights’ to the land outwith community control on sale of the land has interrupted community plans for a windfarm. The matter is now before the courts as a test case for possible loopholes in the Land Reform Act.

4. Conclusion
While it is a relatively straightforward matter to identify the potential contribution of crofting to the 21st century with respect to social, environmental and economic matters, it is less easy to be precise about the future association between Gaelic and crofting. On the one hand, as identified earlier, it has long been recognised that crofting communities have been of vital importance in maintaining both the language and, more broadly, a rich and diverse cultural heritage. In large measure, this has been the case because of people’s ongoing intergenerational attachment to the land and the everyday creation of a sense of community through practices associated with crofting. But, on the other hand, as Marsaili MacLeod notes, ‘maintenance of the local population alone is insufficient to maintain the language’ (The Crofter, December 2006, page 11). She continues; ‘The gradual reduction in the number of active crofters, the assignation of crofts outwith the family, diminished co-operative action, and pressures of new employment patterns … have all served to weaken social interaction through the medium of Gaelic in crofting communities’. She poses the question: ‘What, then, can be done to strengthen what has been a long-term association between Gaelic and the crofting culture?’

It is here and, more broadly, with respect to the rich cultural heritages (their plurality evident, for example, when Shetland, Orkney, the mainland, the Outer and the Inner Hebrides are compared), that land-owning crofting communities could take a lead. In re-working the relationship between people and the land through community ownership, there is the potential to recognise cultural heritage (including Gaelic) as an integral part of the achievement of a sustainable future, to build on the cultural distinctiveness of each community with respect to society, the economy, and the environment, and to move forward confident of the unique contribution that each community can make to challenging currently unsustainable and 

socially unjust global practices.   
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�  Each letter of the ancient  (Gaelic) Ogham alphabet is associated  with a tree native to areas where Gaelic was spoken.
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