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1.0 Aims 
The trip was arranged primarily to:

· Promote the Northern Lights Regional Network

· Encourage the Registered Tenants Organisation movement to engage with the regional network
· Meet the tenants of Orkney and Shetland and,
· Get a feel for island life

The secondary aim was to develop a relationship with:

· Orkney Islands Council

· Shetland Islands Council

· Orkney Housing Association Ltd and,

· Hjaltland Housing Association
2.0 Purpose 
In order to operate as an efficient regional committee, representing all areas within the region, there is a necessity to discover, and be educated in, the difference between living in the Northern Isles and on the mainland.   It was recognised that spending three days on the islands, would not be sufficient to fully understand and absorb the unique island perspective but, developing relationships in Orkney and Shetland would be a step in the right direction.

3.0 Orkney  
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3.1The Islands

Orkney is an archipelago of 70 islands and skerries off the north coast of Scotland, of which 20 are inhabited.  Orkney's most amazing feature is the number of prehistoric sites which can be found there. As well as Britain’s oldest standing houses - 5500 years old on the island of Papa Westray - Orkney has stone circles, burial mounds, brochs and best of all the 5000 year old village at Skara Brae, preserved under a sand dune until 1850, when a violent storm exposed it.

The islands are home to thousands of seabirds which attract bird watchers every year, and sports divers come to investigate the wrecks of the German fleet which was scuttled in Scapa Flow in 1919. Trout fishing in the lochs on Orkney is free, and rock climbing on the cliffs of the island of Hoy is popular.

The Islands can be reached by air from London, Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen and Inverness. Many of the smaller islands are also accessible by air. The shortest scheduled flight in the world is between Westray and Papa Westray - it takes less than two minutes.
3.2 The Visit

There is certainly an amount of truth in the old adage, in Orkney, “if you don’t like the weather, hang around for ten minutes and it will change,” this doesn’t apply to the Orcadians themselves.  There is a constancy in their hospitable and friendly nature, which belies the fact that they live in a remote part of Scotland, in which the environment, at times, appears to be conspiring against them.  These facts may go some way to explain the “feeling of community,” which is apparent to visitors, and the Orcadian’s adaptability in being able to maintain the island life but, also recognise the need to be part of the broader church and participate in the regional network.
The meeting with officials of Orkney Council and the Orkney Housing Association, prior to the tenants’ event, was extremely fruitful.  A press release had been issued and had it not been for tight scheduling, on the local radio, an interview was not out of the question. The opportunity to meet with those who had arranged the event,; confirmed my original impression that they were committed to tenant participation and would work steadfastly to achieve a model that would benefit the tenants of Orkney.  Our discussion was not only concerned with tenants’ issues but, also the problems encountered, at times, by these officials, in their dealings with certain central government agencies, which have an impact on their tenants.

The evening’s meeting was held at the St Magnus Centre, in Kirkwall and was well attended.  It was very pleasing to meet up with Tina Yorston and Myrtle Cassidy, of the Grieveship Residents’ Association, who had made the long trip, to attend the AGM of the regional network held in April and had gone home and informed their group that the networks were worthwhile and the obvious way forward.

The presentations on “National Engagement and the Regional Networks” and “A Tenant’s Perspective” were well received and provided the foundation for the discussion which ensued.  It was obvious, during the discussion, that there was an excellent working relationship between tenants and the council and housing association, which endorsed the impression of “feeling of community” initially experienced, which is something that is not readily apparent on the mainland.
With everybody contributing to the discussion these were some of the comments and issues which arose during the meeting and throughout the day:
· There was an appreciation of what the regional networks were trying to achieve and the need for Orkney to be represented on the regional committee

· It was evident that different methods would have to be explored and identified to allow Orkney to be fully represented on the committee

· The time and money involved in attending meetings and conferences on the mainland 

· The time and money involved in attending meetings in Kirkwall for residents of the outer islands 

· The need for the rest of Scotland to appreciate that life in the Northern Isles differs from life on the mainland and that there was an island perspective which needed to be given visibility on the mainland

· Problem generating interest in establishing residents’ groups

· Some groups that had been formed had been issue based and had been short lived

· Even in established groups there was still a level of disinterest in joining and supporting the groups
· The necessity to discover new ways in which to promote  and create interest in forming new groups

· Groups need not be completely housing focussed but also involved in issues in health, education, social services and the environment  

· The opportunity to establish an Orkney’s Tenants’ Forum base on the Shetland Tenants’ Forum model created interest and,
· The greater cost of new build compared to the mainland

It should be recognised that visiting Kirkwall does not mean that you have seen and experienced Orkney.  This initial contact barely scratched the surface of life on the islands and, it will require greater contact to fully understand all that is Orkney.

4.0. Shetland  
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4.1 The Islands

The Shetland Isles are situated to the north-east of Orkney and of the 300 islands and skerries, which make up Shetland, 16 are inhabited. The islands were owned by Norway up until the 15th century, when they were given as part of the dowry of Margaret of Norway, for her marriage to James III of Scotland.

The islands can be reached by air from Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen and Inverness, or ferry from Aberdeen or Orkney.  The islands now serve as supply base for many of the North Sea oil platforms operating to the east in the North Sea and to the west in the Atlantic, with much of the oil coming ashore to the terminal at Sullom Voe. Unfortunately, thousands of tons of oil also came ashore on 5th January 1993, when the 'Braer' tanker ran aground and broke up on the rocks of Quendale bay at the extreme south of the islands, after suffering engine failure in a storm. Happily, the oil dispersed with much less damaging effects than first feared, and although some local fish farmers and other inhabitants are still fighting for compensation, no signs of the disaster would now be noticed by the visitor

4.2 The Visit
As with Orkney the hospitality and friendly nature which pervades through Shetland is second to none.  They are as equally remote and similarly battle the elements and environment, which at times, conspires against them.  The distance separating them is physically not great but, there is a difference in the character of the Shetlander and the Orcadian: the residents of Orkney appear laid back whilst the Shetlander is perhaps more forceful.  Although these differences are apparent, there is still a “feeling of community” throughout the islands and, they also recognise the need to be part of the broader church and participate in the regional network.

A meeting with an official of Hjaltland Housing Association had been arranged prior to the tenants’ event and a number of topics were discussed.  During the meeting it became clear that the housing association was willing to not only discuss their successes but, also areas where there had been problems, in service delivery, which had been surmounted.  The question of remoteness, of the outer islands, meant that service providers had to be more resourceful in the manner they delivered services, tailoring the support package to suit the island environment rather than expecting existing services would operate efficiently in a different environment.
The evening’s meeting was held at the office of the Shetland’s Tenants’ Forum in Lerwick and was attended by members of the forum.  As with Orkney It was apparent that there was an excellent working relationship between tenants, council and housing association, which considering the sometimes confrontational relationship between tenants and their social landlords on the Scottish mainland, was extremely refreshing and illustrated that an “entente cordial” can be achieved through trust and hard work.

Once again the presentations on “National Engagement and the Regional Networks” and “A Tenant’s Perspective” were well received and during the ensuing discussion a number of questions, observations and issues, which applied in Orkney, were raised therefore, it may seem that the observations below are repetitive:  

· Did not only the Northern Lights Regional Network but, also the other regional networks have an understanding of the island perspective and what life was like in the Northern Isles
· Was there a realisation that on maps of Scotland, Orkney and Shetlands only appear in boxes in the Moray Firth, because of the shortcomings of the cartographers and their position is somewhat north of the Scottish mainland

· There was an appreciation of what the regional networks were trying to achieve and the need for Shetland to be represented on the regional committee

· It was evident that different methods would have to be explored and identified to allow Shetland to be represented on the committee

· The time and money involved in attending meetings and conferences on the Shetland mainland and on the Scottish mainland 

· The Shetland Tenants’ Forum model promotes tenant participation and has performed this function successfully for many years

· There are both registered and non-registered groups represented by the forum

· Even in established groups there was still a level of disinterest in joining and supporting the groups

· The necessity to discover new ways in which to promote  and create interest in forming new groups

· Groups need not be completely housing focussed but also involved in issues in health, education, social services and the environment and,  

· The greater cost of new build compared to the mainland

As with Orkney visiting the main town, Lerwick, does not mean that you have seen and experienced Shetland.  Even though there was a visit to Sullom Voe and the community house in Firth and Mossbank, with the return journey through Brae and Scalloway to Lerwick, this did little to provide an insight into life on Shetland and a more hands on relationship would be required.
5.0 Conclusions 
The trip to the Northern Isles was extremely worthwhile.  It was informative and went some way to assist in the initial process of developing an island perspective and, hopefully help to change how Orkney and Shetland are perceived in the rest of Scotland.  The Orcadians and Shetlanders are proud of their ancestry, their heritage, their islands, their resilience and their sense of humour, which is the foundation of their unique character.  Although the trip was only for three days these are some of the initial conclusions;
· When it rains it really rains in Orkney and Shetland
· This visit should not be considered as a one off event rather the beginning of a closer relationship with our friends from the north

· In both Orkney and Shetland there is an excellent working relationship between tenants, the councils and the housing associations
· The constitution of the Northern Lights Regional Network has its shortcomings, in that it takes no account of the different aspects of tenant participation in the Northern isles, compared with the rest of Scotland

· At present it is extremely difficult for representatives of the islands to participate in the regional network.  Although all expenses would be reimbursed the time factor places restrictions on attending meetings on the mainland

· The regional network should be more supportive and proactive in conducting relations with the islands
· There are instances where the regional network could be aligned with the councils and housing associations in bringing a particular issue to the attention of the Scottish Government and,
· Scottish Government agencies must appreciate the differences of life in the Scottish isles and not attempt to apply tick box templates, based on an urban model, which has no relevance in the islands
6.0 Recommendations 
It would be safe to say that this trip was not an epiphany, similar to Saul on the road to Tarsus, more of a gentle prod with a sharp stick to motivate the regional committee to become more aware of what makes the islands tick.  With this in mind these are the items to be considered for the future:

· Without detracting from the focus, and importance, of the involvement  of RTO’s in the regional networks; the Constitution, of the Northern Lights Regional Network, to be amended, to assist the involvement of representatives from Orkney and Shetland from both RTO’s and the more informal tenant participation structures adopted in the Northern Isles
· New technology should be embraced e.g. Skype or Videoconferencing to allow committee meetings to be held with the minimum amount upheaval for all members of the committee

· Explore avenues of non financial support to provide greater assistance to Orkney and Shetland to facilitate the promotion of the need to engage in the regional network
· Be at all times mindful of the need to assist in any way the promotion of the regional network and the RTO movement in the Northern Isles and,
· Although the Scottish Government’s Highland and Islands’ office, in Inverness, provides an excellent service and engages with the islands in a meaningful and worthwhile way; are readily accessible and visit the islands at least four times a year.  Their awareness of all things that are pertinent to the islands does not appear to be prevalent in government offices further south.  This lack of awareness in the development of national policy and the ensuing legislation; creates the impression that central government has no concept of the prevailing social environment, in the Northern Isles.  Which can result in areas within legislation that have no relevance in Orkney and Shetland and give rise to issues of exclusion and isolation amongst the people of the Northern Isles.  The Northern Constabulary have processes in place to provide experience amongst their newly graduated officers, where these officers serve on the islands, gaining experience in what constitutes the island life and at the same time enhancing their skill set.  Therefore there may be a need for a process of education, within central government, which gives visibility to perceived island issues and goes some way to assuage the feelings of exclusion and isolation in the Northern Isles. 
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