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20 November 2019 

 
 
 
Dear Paul, 
 
PROPOSED NATIONAL ISLAND PLAN 
 
I am writing to you with the Rural Economy and Connectivity Committee’s response 
to the proposed National Islands Plan, following your evidence session on the Plan 
with the Committee on 13 November 2019. 
 
Due to the short statutory 40 day timetable to consider the proposed Plan, the 
Committee issued a call for evidence from 10 – 31 October 2019, which received 
over 40 responses, which are available on the Committee’s webpages. Given that 
the Committee did not have time to discuss these submissions with you in depth, the 
Committee asks that you consider them for the final version of the Plan, as the range 
of views contained within them reflects the rich diversity and the complexity of island 
life and related socio-economic issues.  
 
The Committee also welcomes your commitment to reflect on whether the current 
statutory 40 day period allows sufficient time for parliamentary scrutiny for future 
iterations of the Island Plan. 
 
Before outlining the Committee’s views on the Strategic Objectives in the proposed 
Plan, the Committee wishes to make the following general and overarching points: 
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• Cosla and local authorities raised concerns with the Committee over the 
volume of commitments in the draft Plan, the feasibility of delivery, the 
associated resources required, and the lack of targets and indicators. The 
Committee is concerned at the lack of SMART (Specific, Measurable, 
Achievable, Realistic, and Timely) targets in the draft Plan.  
 

• Subsequently, the Committee considers it imperative that more and detailed 
costings are included in the forthcoming Implementation Strategy.  When 
giving evidence, you indicated that whilst there are no definitive costs at this 
stage for the draft Plan, it was your intention that they would be included in 
the Strategy.  You also agreed to write to the Committee with more 
information when more detailed costings become available prior to the 
publication of the Strategy.  
 

• The Committee notes from evidence from Cosla and local authorities that 
greater clarity is required for stakeholders as to the content and intended 
functions of the both the Plan and the Implementation Strategy. The 
Committee considers that, in the absence of SMART targets, the draft Plan 
reads more like a strategy, and this may confuse expectations. 
 

• The Committee discussed with you stakeholders’ views that the draft Plan 
would benefit from making more reference to future regional policy post-
Brexit. You explained that planning for Brexit would be a priority for the final 
Plan.  You also indicated that, given that the islands have benefited 
significantly from EU funding in the past, you have sought further clarity from 
the UK Government regarding the proposed Islands Deal, although the 
forthcoming UK Parliament elections would delay a response. 
 

• The Committee raised with you the issue of the differing economic challenges 
between unitary island authorities (Shetland, Orkney and Comhairle nan 
Eilean Siar) and those authorities based on the mainland, but with islands in 
their jurisdiction. You explained that the new Partnership Group of local 
authorities, set up for the Islands (Scotland) Act, will be important in 
identifying where investment is most effective or needs prioritising. 

 

• In evidence, you committed to focus more closely on gender equality 
concerns for the final version of the Plan, in recognition of the distinct 
challenges faced by women and girls living on the islands, as highlighted by 
Cosla to the Committee. Similarly, you have committed to focus more on 
young peoples’ concerns throughout the final Plan, given that the Committee 
received several submissions asking for this. 
 

• The Committee discussed with you that access to appropriate island-scale 
data can be an issue, especially for those islands with local authorities which 
include mainland areas. The Committee noted your explanation that data is 
not available to cover all six relevant island local authorities, that there are 
therefore significant data gaps, and that the Scottish Government intends to 
undertake research and review barriers to rectify this issue. 
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• The proposed Plan was not initially published in Gaelic, alongside the English 
version, which the Committee finds disappointing, which you explained was 
due to the tight timescales. The Committee welcomes both your apology that 
this occurred and your commitment to ensure that the final version of the Plan 
is available in Gaelic, English, and any other requested language.  
 

• The Committee also welcomes your commitment to strengthen the Plan 
overall in relation to Gaelic issues. Stakeholders told the Committee that they 
would wish the Plan to align more closely with the National Gaelic Plan (which 
itself is written in a non-island context) and the role of Bòrd na Gàidhlig. 
 

As regards the Strategic Objectives in the proposed Plan, the Committee wishes to 
make the following points: 
 

• Strategic Objective 1: Our discussions highlighted that population decline is 
the central issue in the Plan, and you agreed to write to the Committee with 
more information on lessons learned from Finland’s experiences on tackling 
this issue. 
 

• Strategic Objective 3: You agreed to send further details to the Committee 
with further details on transport, including:  
 
o detail of progress on and timescales for the forthcoming ferries plan, in 

response to the concerns on funding and capacity raised with the 
Committee by stakeholders; 

 
o how the final Plan will make more detailed reference to active travel, bus 

travel, travel within islands, and low carbon travel; and  
 

o how wider transport initiatives will tie into the Plan, such as the 
implementation of the recent Transport (Scotland) Act, the forthcoming 
National Transport Strategy 2, and the associated Strategic Transport 
Projects Review. 

 

• Strategic Objective 4: The Committee discussed with you the important 
issue of housing supply on the Scottish islands, and the problems of island 
properties being used for short term holiday lets, or being left mostly 
uninhabited as second homes. You agreed to write with further information to 
explain the actions being taken on this issue, and explain where investment is 
being made in housing. 
 

• Strategic Objective 8: The Committee discussed with you the varied 
challenges for islands around climate change, in the context of the Scottish 
Government’s announcement of a climate change emergency. You agreed 
that the final Plan could be strengthened in this regard. The Committee 
considers that the final version of the Plan should describe actions which will 
be taken to address climate change throughout all strategic objectives, and 
that there could be more emphasis on adaptation. 
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The RSPB told the Committee that “the huge environmental and economic 
benefits of enhanced biosecurity measures are not sufficiently explicit in the 
plan”. You explained that the new Partnership Group would consider this 
issue, with input from the relevant bodies such as SNH.  However, the 
Committee recommends that the Plan should make explicit reference to this 
issue. 
 

• Strategic Objective 11: Historic Environment Scotland’s submission to the 
Committee called for “a specific objective under Strategic Objective 11 that 
supports the sustainable management of the historic environment”. As there 
was not sufficient time at the evidence session to explore this, the Committee 
would like to ask you to respond in writing on whether there is scope for a 
specific objective to support the sustainable management of the historic 
environment. 
 

• Strategic Objective 12: Cosla’s submission stated that, “Adult education, 
training and skills should feature more prominently as important elements of 
retaining talent on the islands and tackling depopulation”. You agreed that 
adult education should be made more prominent in the final Plan. 

 
The Committee looks forward to your response as to how you will take the various 
points raised in this letter into account in the preparation of the finalised version of 
the National Islands Plan. The Committee also awaits with interest the future 
publication of the Implementation Strategy as the next milestone in the 
implementation of the Islands (Scotland) Act 2018. 
 
 
Kind regards 
 

 
Edward Mountain 
Convener 


