ORKNEY ASSESSOR’S MEETING – 15TH JUNE 2009

IN THE AYRE HOTEL AT 7.00PM

Present:

Mrs Margret Bennett, Area Assessor
William Muir, Area Assessor
Matthew Budge, Area Assessor
Ronnie Eunson, Crofters Commission

Mary Ross, Crofters Commission

Simon Allison, Crofters Commission

Mary Ross opened the meeting by welcoming those present and she introduced Ronnie Eunson, Area Commissioner and Simon Allison, Crofting Service Manager.
She continued by explaining the outline of the meeting and in particular the presentation on the draft Crofting Bill which is a Scottish Government consultation.  Although the Crofters Commission is arranging meetings with Assessors throughout the crofting areas, these meetings are intended to facilitate discussion and aid Assessors make their submissions to the Bill team.
1. Apologies.
William Mowatt, Neil Matheson and Norman Bayley.

2. Regulatory – legislation changes with the introduction of the 2007 Act.
Mary Ross delivered two presentations highlighting the changes to the Crofters (Scotland) Act which were introduced on the 25 June and 28 January 2008.
She informed Assessors that all regulatory applications forms and guidance notes are available online on the Commission’s website.
3. Regulatory Process – Assessors role and points of CC contact.
Simon Allison delivered a presentation on the regulatory process for the different types of applications and the interaction points where Area Assessors would be involved.

Mary Ross advised that unless an application invokes the criteria as stated in the Crofting Act which would instigate a more detailed examination of the application the Area Assessor’s input would not be sought.  Consequently, if an Assessor wishes to make comments on an application these comments should be submitted at the public notification stage (Press Advert) of the regulatory process.
4. Assessor’s submissions – Freedom of Information.

Mary Ross informed the parties present that any submission made by Assessors were in the public domain and therefore could be accessed through a request from a third party, under the freedom of Information legislation.  Therefore no information can be retained ‘in confidence’.
5. Grant schemes

There was a general discussion on the grant schemes and the latest developments in SRDP – Rural Priorities was raised.  Simon Allison informed the Assessors of the additional release of funding being made available for capital projects and the increase funding support available for community projects from 50% to 90%. 
6. Draft Crofting Bill

Ronnie Eunson delivered a presentation summarising the proposals of the draft Crofting Bill which were broken down into 5 sections.

· Reform of Commission (Governance)

· Crofting Register

· Support For crofting Housing
· Occupancy Requirement

· Crofting Regulation

The following points were raised under each section.

Reform of Commission (Governance)
Assessors agreed that decision making on regulatory applications was better carried out at a distance rather than at the suggested local Area Committee level.  Assessors also felt that the suggestion that Area Committees be tasked with the role of developing local polices did not fit with non-remunerated post.
Crofting Register

Issues were raised over the need for a new Register of Crofts (ROC) when one already exists.  Assessors were against the compulsory requirement to register in this new ROC with the associated fees and further charges to make any amendments.
Assessors also raised the issue of the costs which will be incurred in the preparation of croft boundary maps for registration purposes.  The use of IACS maps was suggested for submission to the ROC.  However, it was pointed out IACS maps relate only to land been claimed for subsides and grants.  These maps do not define croft boundaries and pertain to all land been claimed to a individual/business, therefore this map could contain multiply crofts, non-croft land and let land (not recognised in terms of the Crofting Act).
Support for croft housing

The proposal to secure a loan over the croft tenancy was viewed to be high risk, with the possibility of losing the whole croft if the crofter defaulted on his loan.  The existing option of securing a loan on a small area of decrofted land was preferred.  
Occupancy requirement

Assessors felt the proposal of 183 days occupancy requirement did not address the speculation issue and it was not applicable in Orkney anyway.

Crofting regulation

Assessors were unhappy over the proposals for Misuse and Neglect of the land. The proposals are at odds with current Cross Compliance regulations for Single Farm Payment recipients where only a fine or loss of payment would be incurred if there was a breach.
Absentees are not an issue in Orkney.  However, a technical issue was raised regarding the croft being on an Island and the residency of the crofter being the mainland, if the distance is more than 10 miles the crofter would be classed as an absentee.
Conclusion

Assessors unanimously agreed that all 5 sections of the draft Crofting Bill be rejected.  Their view, ‘if isn’t broken, don’t fix it’.  Assessors agreed they would rather see an investment and improvement to the existing systems.
7. AOB
Under AOB the following topics were discussed:

Term/Review Apportionment
Mary Ross explained what a term apportionment is and the procedure involved if the applicant wants to extend the term.  She further explained what happens to the ground and the associated fencing if the term is not extended.

She also advised that all apportionments can be subject to a ‘review’ if they are no longer in use.  This action is instigated if a complaint is lodged with the Crofters Commission (CC) by a third party, e.g. the Grazing Committee, Crofter or Landlord.

Creation of new Common Grazings

Assessors asked what was the procedure for the creation of new common grazings?  CC staff will follow this up.
Sheep Court

Billy Muir also raised the issue of the Sheep Court that exists in north Ronaldsay, Orkney.  He advised that he would like to see more protection in legislation for shareholders who wish to operate in this way.
End

