Note of Meeting with Sutherland Area Assessors at Lairg Community Hall on Wednesday 3 March 2010 at 7.30 pm
Assessor’s who attended:  Esther McDonald, A David MacKay, Sheila McMurray, 
Robert Meeres, Sandy Murray

CC attendees: Dr Isobel MacPhail, Simon Allison, Arthur MacDonald, Janice Cattanach

Draft Crofting Reform Bill 2009.

As the electronic projector equipment was faulty Dr I MacPhail gave a brief explanation of the proposed changes to the draft Bill.  She referred to the removal of occupancy requirement and standard security provision.  She went on to explain the remaining main proposals of the Bill: a map based register, elected commissioners, absenteeism, decrofting, occupancy and misuse & neglect.  She then invited the Assessors to comment.

Sandy Murray referred to meeting at Thurso where it came over that croft abandonment was a more important issue than absenteeism.

Dr MacPhail referred the need to engage with crofters and asked the Assessors to think about what is crofting delivering for local communities.  She asked the Assessor’s for a brief answer to question “What do you think is the purpose of crofting and what it is delivering in local areas?” 

The assessor’s responses were:

To keep lights in glens

I’ve seen so much of people having to leave crofting areas because crofts were typically small 2 – 4 acre crofts which could not sustain all family members

Crofting established to keep historic connection to land and landlords

To promote and sustain life, viable and economic

Tying people to land
Elected Commissioners
Sandy Murray thought it strange that it was just registered crofters, be they resident or non resident but main thing that is that non-crofting public don’t get to vote.

There was discussion about status of owner occupiers and who would be classed as such.  It was thought there may be 2 tiers of owners.  

Mr Meeres questioned why someone could be called an owner occupier and not a crofter.

It was explained that voting electorate is defined by legislation.  It was highlighted that deciding who can vote requires there to be a reliable Register.

Sheila McMurray suggested this was a minefield and Mr Meeres stated that it was very complicated.

There was also discussion about proposal for 6 elected commissioners and appointed chairperson.

Shelia McMurray asked how much power the 6 will have? 

Dr MacPhail explained that the commissioner’s decision making forum is defined by law and commissioners will be responsible for policy.

Sandy Murray referred to the fact that crofters sometimes difficulty in reaching agreement.

Speculation
Sandy Murray referred to there being no mention in the draft Bill about trying to close the loop hole regarding purchase of croft land as tenant’s nominee.

Dr MacPhail referred to voting rights and explained there was concern about the rights of other member of a crofter’s household.

Arthur MacDonald referred to discussions with other area assessors who would like to see a broader scope of voters and want to focus the electorate where there are crofts.  They also considered that an owner who is working a croft should be allowed to vote.  

 Mr Meeres thought that both a husband and wife should have a vote.

Sheila McMurray – What about children and grandparents? 

20% of voters could be absentees.

Sandy Murray asked if you have more than one croft do you get more than one vote?

Arthur MacDonald explained it was critical to have an electorate who were mainly resident and that it may be that local authorities run the elections.

Sandy Murray questioned whether the councils were fit to carry this out.

Occupancy
Arthur MacDonald gave a talk on the occupancy initiative and explained the Commission’s statistics on absenteeism.

Mr Meeres referred to the initial letter sent to absentees and in particular to the reaction of an elderly crofter who was “panic stricken” after receiving the letter.

Sandy Murray described his phone as “red hot” as a result of the initial absentee letter.

Assessors said they should have been pre-warned about letters being issued.


Mr Meeres suggested the Assessors network could have been used to help with this initiative.
Some Assessors would like to be more involved and would visit people as they described themselves as the “ears and eyes” of the Commission and should not be ignored because of their local knowledge as the Commission could be missing absentees that are not shown in the Commission’s records.

Arthur asked the Assessor’s whether there is any role for grazings clerks along with Assessors.

Sandy Murray thought there was a need to involve clerks as his area is quite big.

Sheila McMurray said she was “not keen” on involving the clerks.

Mr Meeres suggested that a list of absentees could be sent to the grazings clerks and the Assessors for their areas.

Arthur MacDonald discussed options open to absentees and referred to resident tenants actively using land.

Sheila McMurray referred to an example where an owner of 2 parks decided to sell which meant the person actually using the land would lose use of these parks.

Esther Macdonald described issues in her township which was designed in the French style, where houses are in squares in a village and the croft land is situated out-with the village.  There was no planning approval for houses on the land.  She asked where then could you get houses?

Mr Meeres asked whether the reference to the “rest of the community” meant the rest of the crofting community.  

Sheila McMurray asked if there were criteria to consider the circumstances of absentees who might be returning to their crofts in 3 or 4 years time.  If the intention is to put more people on crofts this could mean only people with money. 

Mr Meeres thought this might encourage people to sell tenancies to the highest bidder.

Dr I MacPhail referred to the outcomes of the previous Absentee Initiative.  Some people were not previously aware of the responsibilities of having a croft. Crofts were disposed not always to the highest bidders.  Also in some cases there were interesting surprises in the changing occupation of crofts which made differences in a community.

Arthur referred to the intention to help, not just take crofts off people.

David MacKay stated that Assessors could assist with those “sitting pretty” and thinks the Commission doesn’t make use of the resources we have got.

Sheila McMurray referred to resident crofters who were not active and who were not getting any letters.  She asked whether the promotion of occupancy/active land use is weighted the same.

Mr Meeres – Enforcing active land use is not viable.  How can your force crofters to stock/use land?  If an absentee planted whole croft with trees, is that considered actively used?

Arthur – He would still be an absentee and is unlikely that he would be allowed to keep the croft.

AOB
Simon Allison went on to explain the current proposals of the Brian Pack Inquiry into Future Support for Agriculture in Scotland. The main proposal being to move to an area based payment scheme linked to cropping activity and stocking densities.
Mr Meeres raised the issue of no support for new entrants under the Inquiries proposals which would be a disincentive for anyone person wanting to take on a croft. 

Sandy Murray said there are no stocking densities on designation land and how would this fit in with the Inquiries proposals?

