
ANNUAL CROFTERS COMMISSION ASSESSORS SEMINAR – 18 NOVEMBER 2008
The Seminar was well supported, with acceptances from 85% of the Commission’s Assessors. The programme (see Annex A) comprised presentations followed by discussions in small groups, whose notes were later collated (see Annex B): the central points are summarised in this report. Unsurprisingly, diverse views were expressed, reflecting the diversity of crofting in different areas. On the day, the programme was altered to include a Question and Answer session, in response to Assessor feedback, but some aspects of the subject, Priority Areas and the role of the assessor, were included in discussions.
1.  Community Engagement
1) Issues and benefits of Community Engagement
a) The morning discussions followed a presentation by Colin Roxburgh of STAR (Small Town & Rural Development Group) in which he described how disparate communities were able to shape sustainable futures through engaging in the Loch Lomond & Trossachs National Park’s Community Futures Programme. 

b) When considering the possibilities for development in their own communities, some delegates expressed fears that crofting interests might be subsumed in those of the wider community; other delegates suggested that the crofting community, having the land resource, should have first say in matters of community development, after which the needs of the wider community would be considered. 
c) Delegates identified advantages that may accrue to communities who engage with development:

i) determining their own destinies 

ii) developing skills and confidence
iii) ensuring their communities are attractive places in which to live and work

iv) consulting with Assessors, Grazing Clerks and the Commission over regulatory matters

v) gaining better access to funding
vi) having greater power to lobby government
vii) prioritising actions locally 
viii) having an active programme to carry forward after the first stage of consultation is complete 
ix) accessing vocational training

x) providing opportunities for new entrants, while introducing a system of accountability 
xi) informing planning issues 

2) Working together
a) Assessors wanted to:
i) meet 2-3 times a year, not always in Inverness
ii) discuss wider issues
iii) report back from their communities on issues discussed in previous meetings 

iv) provide feedback to Government, for example when they consider regulation is ineffective
v) play a vital part in improving the relationship of crofting communities and the Commission
vi) work more closely with Grazings Clerks, for mutual benefit
b) Assessors were concerned about:

i) becoming overburdened with work

ii) having enough support to enable them to fulfil their role
3) Crofting Community Development Plans

a) Assessors remarked that plans need time to be developed and agreed, and cannot be ready in as little as 4 to 6 months. They expressed a desire to receive support to engage with communities to achieve agreed plans, which would include housing and land use. 

b) Opinions about the ideal extent of land covered by a plan varied from a single parish to a Community Council area, but Assessors agreed the plan should be linked to the Single Outcome Agreement. 
4) Development issues/Support schemes

a) Assessors expressed concern about the future of agriculture, changes to support schemes, the danger posed by diseases such as Blue Tongue, and the steep decline in numbers of sheep and cattle (see 2.1) a) below).

b) Some discouragements to croft production and development were identified: over-regulation (e.g. double tagging), the economic climate, government policy, bureaucracy, lack of accessibility to SRDP and LFASS, loss of the Bull Scheme, changes to CCAGS, lack of Broadband connection. 
5) Priorities for the Crofters Commission
a) In the view of Assessors, priorities for the Commission are 
i) tackling absenteeism and resolving the issue of unused crofts
ii) improving communication with crofters and townships
iii) consulting Assessors about regulatory cases
iv) giving more support to Grazings Committees
v) facilitating Assessors meetings
vi) assisting the community to achieve consensus on planning

vii) acting as the link between the community and rural agencies
2.  LLFAS & Livestock
1) A presentation by Commissioners Davie MacLeod and Sarah Allen preceded the afternoon discussions: 

a) they showed that the rate of decline in sheep stock numbers had recently accelerated, and numbers were approaching the tipping point where recovery would be very difficult for hefted flocks; cattle numbers were also still in decline 
b) they recognised that LFASS could be a key policy tool to address this decline, and this would need to be tied in closely with the requirements for delivery of public benefits, in particular maintaining the countryside and sustainable farming 

2) The main discussion points were:
a) LFASS no longer includes a social element
b) the historic basis of LFASS was anomalous, and led to a weakened link with activity
c) there is a need to link payments to non-market benefits
d) LFASS needed genuinely to target fragile and very fragile areas: this was not happening currently
e) minimum payments were insufficient
f) new entrants were unable to access payments
g) there was a serious discrepancy between what LFASS was supposed to achieve and what it is actually achieving
3) The seminar concluded that:

a) change for 2010-2012 is still possible
b) changes need to be linked to:

i) meaningful activity

ii) high nature value farming

iii) a move away from the historic base

iv) the needs of new entrants

3.  Area Discussions
1) Delegates were divided into four area groups to discuss the development of the Assessor network. Assessors wished to: 

a) develop their network to include Grazings Committees
b) improve communication between SGRPID, Assessors and the Commission in relation to case work
c) discuss and respond to relevant policy consultations
d) receive training in complex case work and crofting legislation
e) be notified of all applications in their area, if possible via the internet
f) be notified of decisions in case work relating to their area
g) work more closely with Grazing Clerks, be notified of Clerk appointments, receive minutes of Grazing Committees, and invite Clerks to Assessor meetings with the Commission 
h) have lists of crofts and crofters in their areas
i) contribute to the agenda for the next Seminar
j) meet with the Commission in their region biannually (in addition to the annual seminar in Inverness)
k) be consulted for comments on all planning applications on croft land
l) receive training in a variety of communication and management skills

m) facilitate training for individuals applying for SRDP
n) work with landlords and Grazing Clerks to resolve absentee cases
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ASSESSOR SEMINAR PROGRAMME 2008
Tuesday 18th November 

9:00
 
Arrival/registration – refreshments available

9:45 

 Welcome for the day from the Chief Executive, Nick Reiter
10:00
 
Overview from the Convener, Drew Ratter – setting the scene for the day

10:20 

Colin Roxburgh – community engagement – 



the how, the who and the why

11:00 

Coffee break

11:20

Discussion groups

12:30 

Lunch

13:30 

Feedback from discussion groups 

14:00 

Focusing resources, and the role of the assessor

14:45 

Feedback from discussion groups

15:30 

Coffee break

15:50  

Priority Partnership Areas and the Role of Assessors

16:00 

Local group discussions

16:45 

Summing up from the Chief Executive, Nick Reiter
17:00

Close 

19:00 

Pre-dinner discussion on Islay slaughterhouse project

19:30 

Dinner

Annex 2

Assessors Seminar 2008 

Morning Session

1. Community Engagement - issues
1. Still room to improve in engagement

2. Community engagement started but needs to move to next level

3. Need to speak with one clear voice once decision made locally

4. Crofting Communities are made up of non-crofters as well as crofters

5. Who is ‘Community’? Everyone? Crofters only? Depends on area

6. Should involvement extend to 2nd home owners? Should residents alone be allowed to vote?

7. Consult crofting community (who have the land resource) first and then consider needs of wider community

8. Concerns voiced by some Seminar participants that there are more urgent issues than Community engagement – Shucksmith Report, Bull Hire Scheme, LFASS, Absenteeism

9. Crofting interest might be lost because crofters’ opinions outweighed by those of the wider community

10. ‘Crofting community’ fragmented in most areas

11. Community councils already take forward community development on behalf of the wider community
12. Development groups should involve wider community group

13. The Bull Scheme ticks all the boxes: community engagement; plans; economic outputs

14. Do crofting communities need to be empowered?

15. Rural communities - how do we engage?

16. People tend to be scared of Community Development – Community involvement considered to be a huge step – also ‘why should I get involved?’

2. Community Engagement - benefits 

1. Crofters/communities determining their own destiny

2. Community groups more likely to gain access to funding

3. Can inform planning issues e.g. residency

4. Can instigate accountability for new entrants

5. Prioritise actions locally – e.g. absenteeism – different areas require different priorities

6. Able to lobby government e.g. about support schemes

7. After first stage of consultation completed will have active programme to carry forward (e.g.creating a community run abattoir) 

8. More consultation with communities/Assessors/Grazing Clerks re regulatory matters

9. Active land use -> vibrant communities

10. Community confidence > need to ensure communities are attractive to live in and stay in

11. Vocational training

12. More new entrants, more young people returning to live in crofting communities

3. Role of Assessors

1. Commission should engage early but then follow through & maintain engagement – Assessors have important role in bringing relationship closer

2. Assessors have key role in stimulating interest in development

3. Opportunity for Assessors to feedback to Scottish Gov re big issues, & fact that regulation is not biting
4. Assessors meet regularly on wider issues and report back on previous issues

5. Danger of Assessors being overloaded – resources/support needed

6. Need 5-year investment in Assessors’ role

7. Advocate series of meetings, 2-3 times a year, not always in Inverness

8. Meetings twice a year would be excellent – also reports

4. Working Together

1. Problem getting different bodies to work together (HIE, SNH, SIC etc)

2. Multi-agency buy-in essential

3. How can consultation be democratised? Clerks, Assessors, community view

4. Need to set up appropriate group in community 

5. Planning Issues
1. Given that planners’ backgrounds are more urban than rural, Commission should engage with SIC planners to provide a rural, practical perspective

2. Agree difference between urban & rural crofting communities

6. Crofting Community Development Plans

1. Plans need time – cannot be ready in 4/6 months

2. Plans about what can be achieved in communities rather than what legislation requires

3. Assessors should have support to engage with communities to achieve agreed Development Plan

4. Size of area: Community Council/Parish too small – Council Ward better?

5. What does plan do? Need to link plan to Single Outcome Agreement

6. New Crofting Boards should be consulted & asked to endorse plans, feed into Community Planning

7. Do you have Crofting Community Development Plan as sub-group/subset from CPB?

8. Must be an integrated plan to include housing & land use

9. Need to get all organizations around the table, at the same level, to prepare Community Dev Plan

7. Grazing Committees

1. Assessors want access to information to feed to Grazing Clerks

2. Concern about position of Grazing Clerks & what they can do

3. Grazings Committees – local plan to go to Community Councils and Assessors through to CPP

4. Area Grazing Committees the best channel through which Commission can consult communities
5. Concern that in some areas representation shrinking – smaller committees

6. Assessors & Grazing Clerks should work together

7. Could have Area Committees, joint working

8. Development issues/Support schemes

1. ‘Traditional’ view being diluted – cultural change 
2. Concern about Bull Scheme, the future of agriculture, Blue Tongue etc

3. If HIE taking over Development role, Commission shouldn’t use too much resource on this subject

4. Make access to improvement grants easier, to stimulate activity in crofting communities

5. Commission, SNH, RSPB should get together to put money into scheme assisting cropping

6. Target resources to areas where people are keen on development (if resources limited)

7. Need successor to New Entrant Scheme.
8. Over-regulation – e.g. double tagging

9. Livestock production good for: environment; economy; community; public goods

10. Crofting is being pulled away from production by many factors: economy; policy; paperwork 

11. Grants/subsidies are necessary to keep crofting alive

12. Crofters are wealth creators not subsidy dependant – public benefits, not poor crofters

13. Crofting community constantly changing - not Brigadoon etc

14. Should not be difference between farming & crofting

15. Different things happen in different areas – but some competition: Mey Selections, CLB etc

16. For policy makers, crofters are ‘pebble in the shoe’ but can be powerful influence 

17. Inferior livestock products, not true in reality

18. Links/Comparison to Fair Trade

19. Bull scheme – political – but marker

20. Problems with SRDP – disincentive for development: lack of accessibility, lack of local focus, hard for crofters to access (size of unit, lack of Broadband); complex – need external help to complete application; competitive element is decisive & adds to disadvantage

21. LFASS – lack of credibility with Commission – in past active disengagement – has not moved on much in past year  

22. Changes to CCAGS a disincentive to undertaking economic activity

23. 8” of forage – hills without sheep are overgrown areas

24. Headage payment makes more sense than current system

25. In H & I regions difficult to access funding

26. Are we missing out by not having mountain status?

27. Most funding comes from member state. Ring fence the areas & remove from intermediate & open the potential for higher grant schemes

28. Message from today that we should make people aware of 330,000 HA not being grazed

9. Crofters Commission Priorities
1. Address immediate problems

2. Be more proactive

3. Have active crofters

4. Tackle absenteeism & issue of unused crofts

5. If crofts aren’t viable – consult/engage the community

6. Commission too far removed from Communities

7. Speak to Grazing Committees – engage and consult Clerks & Assessors

8. Better communication with crofters, townships and assessors by Commission 

9. Instigate more/better contact with Assessors & Grazing Clerks

10. Support to common grazings committees 
11. Engage with communities to evolve their development plan

12. (Hard decisions in localities not backed up by Commission)

13. Ask Assessors for opinion on regulatory work – they aren’t always consulted

14. Is Commission consulting on the right things? E.g. 0.1 Ha

15. Provide simplified consultation documents, key points highlighted, short & snappy

16. Need to stem decline of livestock: no stock = no crofters

17. Commission has important role re release of land & assets so people can afford to live in rural/remote areas

18. Facilitate Assessor meetings & act as go-between with various agencies.

19. Help raise profile of crofting issues – interest is there

20. Commission action in townships with no common grazings committees.

21. Commission to obtain necessary resources from Scottish Gov to allow proper regulation
Support Systems session

The session started with a presentation by Davie MacLeod and Sarah Allen on the evidence for the decline in hill stock numbers, particularly in the crofting areas, and a review of the policy tools which might be available to address the issues.

The figures showed an alarming acceleration of the rate of decline of sheep in the Highlands and Islands, and a worrying trend in cattle numbers (though this was closer to the national average).  In the case of sheep, the numbers were approaching the tipping point where recovery would be very difficult for hefted flocks.

LFASS was recognised as a key policy tool which could address this decline. It was important to take note that this would need to be tied in closely with the requirements for delivery of public benefits, in particular maintaining the countryside and sustainable farming. 

In discussion, a number of points were made, including:

· LFASS no longer included a social element;

· The historic basis of LFASS was anomalous, and led to a weakened link with activity;

· There is a need to link payments to non-market benefits;

· LFASS needed genuinely to target fragile and very fragile areas: this was not what was happening currently;

· Minimum payments were insufficient;

· New entrants were unable to access payments;

· There was a serious discrepancy between what LFASS was supposed to achieve and what it is actually achieving.

The seminar concluded that:

· Change for 2010-2012 is still possible;

· Changes need to be linked to:

· Meaningful activity

· High nature value farming

· A move away from the historic base

· The needs of new entrants

A rational, fact-based case needed to be made which would be acceptable to the whole of Scotland

Crofters Commission is making this case, but it was important that everyone responded to the current consultation.

Assessors felt it would be useful to pursue these issues further at area assessor meetings.

Afternoon Area Discussions

Topic: Development of Assessor Network

Mainland (Highland)
The following issues were raised
· Develop network beyond assessors to grazing committees
· Communication improvements between SGRPID, assessors and Crofters Commissions in case work
· Meetings with assessors and grazing clerks to discuss relevant policy consultations like Cap reform, LFASS and Muirburn consultations
· Assessor training in complex case work
· Assessors to be notified of decisions in case work relating to their area
· Assessors appreciated June/July mainland meetings to discuss SRDP and the COI report
Relationship with grazing Clerks

· Assessors to be notified of clerk appointments
· Assessors would like list of crofts and crofters in their area
· Could minutes of grazing committees meetings be made available to assessors
· Grazing clerks should be invited to assessor meetings with Crofters Commission staff
Other topics raised

· Agenda for next seminar should have input from the assessors to be topically relevant.

· Bull hire scheme - what is happening now and in the future? (Noted show of hands from assessors for retention of scheme was a resounding Yes)
· LFASS presentation was appreciated.  

Argyll, Skye and Lochalsh

Communication 

· Assessors would like to be notified about all applications (often first hear about an application when the advert appears in the newspaper)

· Similarly, sometimes when asked for comments on applications by RPID know nothing about application 

· Could Assessors have access to applications via the internet?

Meetings

· Assessors would like to meet more often that just once a year

· Would like to meet with representatives from CC twice a year, March and August/ September, in region, in addition to annual November meeting in Inverness
Planning Permission
· Commission should be consulted for comments on all planning applications on croft land.

Training

· Assessors would like to have some training on: Public Liability, How to talk to people and Managing a Meeting. Could this be built into a smaller twice yearly meeting?

· More training is required for individuals applying for SRDP as the on-line application is very confusing and not user-friendly

· Is it possible to claim money from Priority 32 / Package 35 towards the above?

Northern Isles & Caithness
Assessors Network - the potential

· Meetings worthwhile but should be built on – e.g. meeting to discuss LFASS consultation, then joint response submitted

· Minutes of meeting need Action Points

· Need to get views of crofters assessors out there

· Meetings in Caithness/Orkney needed

· Would welcome training in crofting legislation – overview from Donald?

· Continue to have representation from RPID

· Perhaps have reps from SNH too?

· Can CC put Assessors in touch with Grazing Committees in their areas?
Assessors Network – what’s needed
· Meetings – support

· Press releases after meetings

· The current spec (Assessors Role) is not as agreed by SCF

· Advisory role – point individual crofters in right direction

Western Isles

· Question about payment for Assessors – currently this cannot happen & would be a matter for the Minister when deciding the future role of Assessors
· The continuity would be an advantage if Commissioners were appointed for a longer period of time

· Meetings twice a year would be excellent – also reports from meetings

· Past couple of years have been very productive – better than previous years

· Assessors & Grazing Clerks should work more closely together - could have Area Committees, joint working (E.g. LFASS consultation – Grazing Clerks with Assessors, small team set up to draft response)

· Absentee tenants –discussion about how to tackle, landlords & Grazing Clerks working with Absentee, awareness of length of time needed, intensive resource

· Advocate series of meetings, 2-3 times a year, not always in Inverness

· Need to improve communication – from GC to Assessor/Commissioner, then Inverness office
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