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The RSE announced its 2025 cohort of  
new Fellows on 24 March. This year’s 
intake includes outstanding individuals 
whose contributions are shaping society  
in Scotland and beyond.

Pioneer of space technology, Professor 
Asad Madni, was elected as an Honorary 
Fellow of the RSE.

He is joined by cartoonist and artist Kate 
Charlesworth, among whose vast library of 
work includes commissions from national 
newspapers, theatres, wildlife trusts, 
Greenpeace, New Scientist, Aardman 
Animations, and Spitting Image.

His Royal Highness The Duke of 
Edinburgh has also been made a Royal 
Honorary Fellow of the RSE, joining  
the Society’s patron His Majesty King 
Charles III, The Prince of Wales and  
The Princess Royal.

Professor Madni led the development 
of the control system for the Hubble Space 
Telescope’s star selector. The star selector 
forms part of Hubble’s Fine Guidance 
Sensor (FGS) system, enabling it to track 
objects in space more accurately.

Professor Madni said: “I was overjoyed 

when I received notification that I had 
been elected an Honorary Fellow of the 
Royal Society of Edinburgh. To be included 
with past recipients of this accolade whose 
contributions have shaped the evolution of 
human progress is a most gratifying and 
humbling experience.”

Cartoonist and illustrator Kate 
Charlesworth is also part of the 2025 
cohort of RSE Fellows. Her early work was 
published in LGBTQ+ newspapers such as 
The Pink Paper and Gay News, and in 2019 
she published Sensible Footwear: A Girl’s 
Guide, an autobiographical chronicle of 
British LGBTQ+ life.

Of her Fellowship, Yorkshire-born Kate 
said: “I was absolutely delighted – thrilled, 
in fact – and more honoured than I can say 
to hear about my RSE Fellowship. For over 
half my working life I’ve lived in Scotland – 
constantly inspiring, always surprising – as 
this Fellowship splendidly demonstrates.

“An adopted Scot, a Leither, and now an 
FRSE. What riches.”

The full list of RSE Fellows 2025 can  
be found at: bit.ly/RSEFellows2025

E
conomist Professor Sir 
Anton Muscatelli PRSE, 
vice chancellor and 
principal of the University 
of Glasgow has officially 
started his role as President 
of the RSE.

Sir Anton’s tenure began on 1 April. He has 
stepped into the role of President at the same 
time as a number of other office bearers on 
the RSE’s Council begin their tenure.

He said: “Firstly, I would like to express my 
thanks to my predecessor Sir John Ball for his 
stewardship of the RSE over these last years. 
I am relishing the chance to begin my term as 
President of the RSE.

“I look forward to working with our 
Fellows, our universities, the other national 
academies in the UK, and with both 
government and third sector to ensure that 
RSE will contribute to its maximum effect  
to improve Scottish society for everyone.”

Sir Anton has taken over from Professor 
Sir John Ball, who held the position from 
October 2021 until this year.  

Sir John said: “It has been an immense 
honour and privilege to serve as President 
of Scotland’s National Academy for the past 
four years. During this time, I have witnessed 
the extraordinary dedication and passion of 
our members, and together we have achieved 
significant milestones in advancing knowledge, 
research, and innovation across Scotland.

“I am deeply proud of the strides we  
have made, and I am confident that the  
RSE will continue to thrive under Sir Anton’s 
leadership. His wealth of experience will shape 
an exciting future for the RSE, and I look 
forward to seeing the next chapter unfold.”

There are also several new appointments  
to RSE Council posts. Professor Jo Shaw, 
head of Edinburgh Law School, has suceeded 
Professor Michael Keating in the position of 
RSE General Secretary.

Education expert Dr Janet Brown has 
officially begun as the new Vice President 
of Education, while composites and energy 
engineering specialist Professor James Njuguna 
is the new Vice President for International.

Research and innovation leader Dr Poonam 
Malik has started her tenure as the new 
Vice President for Economy and Enterprise. 
Theresa Shearer, CEO of ENABLE, now sits 
on the RSE Council, and Actuary Dr David 
Hare has begun his role as Treasurer.

ON THE COVER:
Dr Lydia Cole, Conservation 
Ecologist, School of 
Geography & Sustainable 
Development at The 
University of St Andrews

© Uni of St Andrews/Gayle McIntyre

Welcome to the Spring/Summer 2025 
edition of ReSourcE. Here, we explore 
the future of rural Scotland in its various 
guises. As Scotland’s National Academy, 
it is incumbent upon us to ensure that 
we support research, innovation, and 
communities across the whole of the nation.

The RSE has heeded the call to get itself 
out of Edinburgh and the Central Belt 
whenever possible. This edition of ReSourcE 
does not show the culmination of this effort, 
but rather a snapshot of the work we have 
done so far.

With the success of the Islands – Past, 
Present, and Future, we decided to engage 
the Fellowship to discuss a variety of rural 
issues in our Contested Rural Environments 
series. The future of energy, land use, health 
and social care, heritage and identity, 
housing and tourism were all thoroughly 
discussed and debated within those five 
events. Those talks are available on the  
RSE’s YouTube channel.

Within these pages you will read not only 
about those issues raised in the Contested 
Rural Environments series, but also a raft  
of others and the research into or solutions 
to them. 

The Centre for Mountain Studies 
celebrates its 25th anniversary this year, and 
South of Scotland Enterprise its fifth. Digital 
connectivity, tensions between rural Scotland 
and the Central Belt, and the view from the 
islands all feature alongside an update of 
other RSE activities over these past months.  

We welcome your feedback and ideas for 
future editions. Please share your thoughts 
by emailing us at comms@theRSE.org.uk

Professor Sir Anton Muscatelli PRSE

Muscatelli 
becomes new 
RSE President

Duke of Edinburgh joins new Fellows
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→ OUTREACH

Representatives from the RSE and the 
Ministry of Science and Culture of Lower 
Saxony in Germany signed an agreement to 
support research funding on Wednesday  
12 February this year.

The Memorandum of Understanding 
(MoU) will support joint research projects 
in any area of academic research, but with 
a particular focus on themes that have been 
identified by the research sector such as 
energy, life sciences, social mobility and 
security industries.

The MoU states that it will “reaffirm 
that elevating international cooperation 
across scientific research, technology and 
innovation will strengthen the bonds and 

understanding between Lower Saxony  
and Scotland”.

Professor Anne Anderson FRSE, the  
RSE Vice President of Research, said:  

“I am very proud that the RSE and our 
German colleagues will be able to support 
research partnerships between Scotland 
and Lower Saxony.

“By strengthening scientific ties and 
fostering academic exchange, this new 
partnership will enable researchers in  
both our countries to thrive for the benefit 
of all.”

The State Secretary for the Ministry 
of Science and Culture of Lower Saxony, 
Professor Joachim Schachtner, added: 
“The Memorandum of Understanding is 
more than just a formal agreement. It is a 
bridge between our communities, marking 
a significant milestone in the scientific 
collaboration between Scotland and Lower 
Saxony. This agreement, along with our 
joint research funding programme, paves 
the way for a balanced and mutually 
beneficial exchange that will advance the 
research capabilities of both our regions in 
the years to come.”

R
ural Scotland occupies 
geographical, historical 
and contemporary 
spaces. For many it 
is an imagined idyll, 
fostered by narratives 
of Outlander, heather-

clad hills, and Monarch of the Glen. For 
others, while wishing to live nowhere else, 
there are the systemic challenges of declining 
access to health and social care services; 
high-cost, low-availability housing; and a 
“rural premium” on already expensive food 
and fuel – to name but a few. 

However, ‘rural’ presents significant 
opportunities, not least for sensitive and 
sustainable tourism that can empower 
communities through its curation; renewable 
energy production from the wind and seas; 
biodiversity enhancement through nurturing 
and protecting the land’s resources; high-
quality, welfare-friendly food production; 
home-working, allowing talented people to 
remain local whilst running world-leading 
businesses; and community-centred care for 
the more vulnerable in society.

Therefore, the RSE wanted to embrace 
what to many are contested rural 
environment issues.  To this end, Fellows of 
the Royal Society of Edinburgh have been 
engaging with communities in Scotland’s 
rural and island areas, to listen, learn and 
share knowledge. In 2024, the RSE’s Islands: 
Past Present and Future concluded in Orkney 
with events sharing research, experiences and 

knowledge across Scotland’s islands. Several 
issues repeatedly cropped up, and following 
discussions involving Professors Chris 
Whatley, Des Thompson, Frank Rennie, and 
Roger Crofts, as well as RSE staff, we devised 
Contested Rural Environments – a series of 
five discussions in March and April 2025 – 
led by Des and ably supported by the RSE’s 
national programme lead, Becky Stabler.

Experts from the RSE, the Young 
Academy of Scotland (YAS), and several 
other professions shared their research and 
insights into a variety of rural issues and 
opportunities. Hundreds of people joined 
online throughout the series, and many of 
those issues are revisited in this edition of 
ReSourcE. What became clear was the  
thirst for discourse, informed by research 
and first-hand experiences which are so 

relevant to policy and practice.
This was a privilege for the RSE – acting as 

a catalyst for discourse through its underlying 
mission to make knowledge useful. I am 
delighted that Scotland’s National Academy 
mobilised its Fellows and YAS members in 
this enterprise. 

We look forward to continued engagement 
in exploring, and supporting, rural Scotland.   
We need to help find solutions to distinctly 
challenging issues, whilst building on the 
innovation, energy and success of some very 
special success stories.

The views presented in the pages ahead  
are opinions and not representative of the 
RSE’s position.

Professor Sarah Skerratt, RSE Chief Executive 
and Professor of Rural Society and Policy

New RSE funding 
stream agreed with 
German researchers

Listening to rural voices

Professor Anne Anderson, RSE Vice President  
of Research and State Secretary for the  
Ministry of Science and Culture of Lower 
Saxony, Professor Joachim Schachtner 
© Stewart Attwood Photography

Sarah Skerratt (© Ian Georgeson), Chris Whatley and Des Thompson
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S
cotland is a beautiful country, 
with almost 98% of land 
classified as rural. Dramatic 
mountains, maritime 
grasslands, heather-clad 
moorland, bogs, rivers 
tumbling through woody glens, 

and productive farmland. This might suggest 
an arcadian utopia, but it is a landscape 
shaped by human history, for which nature 
has paid a high price. 

Scotland is one of the most nature-
depleted countries in the world, retaining 
only about half of its historic land-based 
biodiversity, with habitats such as blanket 
bogs, native pinewoods and Atlantic 
rainforests much reduced. More intensive 
farming has driven out other species 
perceived to reduce productivity. 

Upland areas of Scotland contain 
internationally important biodiversity, 
but large areas of this habitat are heavily 
managed for monocultures of grouse, 
deer, and non-native spruce; biodiversity 
is typically low and there is a legacy of 
species persecution. The montane scrub 
that should cloak upper slopes has almost 
gone, and the moor we see today is partly 
maintained by environmentally unfriendly 
practices. Many native species are in perilous 
decline and non-native invasive species are 
spreading. Small farmers often struggle to 
make a living, and many who live and work 
in the countryside face chronic shortages of 
affordable housing.

Most governments around the world are 
trying to put policies in place to mitigate 
biodiversity loss. Scotland signed up to the 
‘30 by 30’ target at the 2022 Biodiversity  
CoP 15 in Montreal, aiming to have 30% of 

land and seas conserved and managed for 
nature by 2030. But we are not on track to 
meet this target. The latest ‘State of Nature 
Scotland’ 2023 report shows continued 
declines in many species, including a 
staggering 50% decline in both 
seabirds and flowering plants over 
the last 50 years. Meanwhile, 
the climate continues to warm, 
bringing more extreme and 
violent weather – storms, floods, 
and drought. 

We face two global crises 
– rapid climate change and  
biodiversity loss – both of which 
are caused by how we have exploited the 
Earth’s resources. Peatlands are our richest 
carbon stores in Scotland, with even a 
relatively shallow peat depth of 30cm holding 
more carbon, area for area, than a tropical 
rainforest. Much peatland was lost in historic 
burning, draining, and ploughing. Three 
quarters of our remaining peatlands are 
damaged, now releasing rather than storing 
carbon. Yet we continue to allow planting of 
dense stands of non-native conifers, even in 
peat up to half a metre deep. 

Nonetheless, some good things are 
happening. New legislation is being brought in 
to reform land ownership and management. 
NatureScot’s Peatland Action scheme, 
promotion of nature-friendly farming, and 
nature restoration should all have a positive 
effect if we can get the balance right. We still 
need a legislative framework to protect soils, 
as we have for air and water quality. We need 
better regulatory control of invasive non-
native species and wider implementation 
of ‘polluter pays’ policies. We also need to 
ensure that our legislated environmental 

standards are actually complied with, to which 
end Environmental Standards Scotland is a 
welcome development. 

Our efforts to mitigate one crisis must not 
exacerbate the other. We must scrutinise 

and, where necessary, reform our 
forestry grants and policies to get 

the right balance for carbon 
capture, biodiversity, and timber 
production. We need more 
native woodlands created for 
the long term – in the right 

places and in the right way.  
We need frankness, honesty, and 

clarity about the effect of our current 
rotational commercial forestry practices 

on rural communities, jobs, economies, and 
biodiversity. Timber production can be done 
in more nature-friendly ways than at present.

We are a part of the ecosystems within 
which we live, and we damage and destabilise 
them at our peril. We do need our rural 
environments to be productive and provide 
livelihoods and housing for the people lucky 
enough to live there. But we need to act in 
a way that is fair and just internationally, 
intergenerationally and interspecifically.  
We need to stop creating monocultures in 
our farmland, forestry, and rural economies. 
More diversity provides more resilience 
and stability. Most people view nature as 
a source of joy and are glad to be part of 
it. Anthropogenically-driven loss of other 
species is a source of sadness, and we can 
do much more to help other species thrive 
alongside us.

Professor Pat Monaghan FRSE,
Regius Professor of Zoology,  
University of Glasgow

→ ENVIRONMENT

Professor  
Pat Monaghan

Our natural beauty  
is worth preserving
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W
hen we use 
the word 
‘environment’ 
we tend to 
assume we 
are discussing 
our physical 

landscapes, but to understand why rural 
Scotland is such a contested space, we also 
need to include our internal and collective 
cultural, historical, spiritual, and social 
environments. These are often in 
(creative) tension with each other, 
as different people, groups, and 
communities hold different 
views and priorities, based on 
both historical understandings 
and ideas about what the 
future should or could look like. 
As a society, we must ‘live with 
the things that are not yet past’ and 
how we relate to our environment is an 
interesting and contested example of that. 

Scotland today has a predominantly urban 
population and yet rural and environmental 
issues, and the politics of land, exercise many 
Scots and heavily influence public debate and 
policy at Holyrood. We can point to lots of 
examples here: access and the right to roam, 
wind farm construction and impact, national 
park creation and management, and land 
reform and community buyouts. 

Why is this? Following a pattern seen 
globally, the urban developed from the 
rural, so we all retain a stake in its past and 
future. In Scotland, rural places are a major 
and complex element of national identity, 
which in turn is informed by and fractured 
along regional and local identities. Scotland’s 
political parties know not to ignore rural 
issues, many of which are historically rooted, 
particularly those related to land use, 
ownership, and access. Scottish politics has 
grappled with the gnarly questions of land 
reform since the 1880s, and continues to do 

so today, with new contexts of the climate  
and biodiversity crises adding new urgency  
to the debate.

Rural Scotland has always been a space for 
experimentation, revolution, innovation, and 
conflict – it is not peripheral to these forces, 
but central to them. This is why a historical 
perspective can be beneficial, particularly a 
longer timeframe as utilised by the scientific 
community. Of course, this comes with its own 
challenges: history is by definition open to 

interpretation and competing historical 
analyses can and have been 

mobilised to support particular 
contemporary agendas. There 
are other dangers too: history 
can be used to exclude and 
‘other’ individuals or groups, 
further reinforcing inequal 

power dynamics. As a society, 
we need to be alert to how power 

is translated – much of which is 
historically constructed – and the nature 
of past exclusions on economic, social, and 
cultural/linguistic grounds, to attempt to 
avoid replicating similar dynamics today. This 
makes it an interesting time and area to be 
a historian, of course; history can be part of 
the dialogue and solutions. History shows us 
that means are as important as ends when 
it comes to change: whether that is societal, 
environmental, or political.

The RSE’s Contested Rural Environments 
series addressed a variety of issues – 
historical and contemporary – that are 
critical to understanding the nature of the 
contest at hand. Historically, landownership 
was at the root of privilege, wealth, and 
status, including political power, and the 
contemporary legacies and implications 
of that are inescapable today, whether 
those landowners are private familial 
organisations, charities, or the state. Scotland 
has an unusually high concentration of 
landownership, particularly in a European 

context, and this is a historical product 
with serious contemporary results. Two 
such results present themselves particularly 
strongly in contemporary debate. First, a 
polarisation across the debate about land use 
and nature restoration born from a lack of 
agency (even democracy) of multiple groups 
and stakeholders. The legislative programme 
around community empowerment and 
wealth-building is beginning to address this 
but important questions remain about the 
roles played by the devolved state and local 
authorities in this changing dynamic. Second, 
and related, who is it, and who should it be, 
that develops agendas for positive change 
and delivers them? Historically, it was 
landowners and then the growing state 
(bearing in mind that landowners effectively 
constituted the government until well into 
the twentieth century) that set agendas for 
change, for better and for worse, particularly 
in environmental terms.

An honest, inclusive and wide-ranging 
public dialogue – such as that supported in 
the Contested Rural Environments series 
– is critical to developing a positive way 
forward, as is a recognition that the ‘rural’ 
is not a monolithic place or experience. 
Much of this centres around clarity about 
the decision-making cultures that drive our 
communities, government and landowners. 
We need greater sensitivity to regionality and 
locality (their histories and cultures as well 
as environmental and ecological factors), 
rather than blanket environmental and 
land use policies and planning. Recognising 
some of the inequalities underpinning rural 
power dynamics and some radical unpacking 
of these is essential to levelling the field 
of debate, as is recognising the historical 
legacies that underpin where rural Scotland 
is now and what it can be in the future.

Professor Annie Tindley, Professor of British 
and Irish Rural History, Newcastle University

Levelling the  
playing field for debate

Professor  
Annie Tindley

→ LAND REFORM

RSE RESOURCE SPRING/SUMMER 2025 /  5



W
hat role do 
peatlands play 
in Scotland’s 
rural future? 
Perhaps more 
pertinently, 
what role do 

peatlands play in the future of Scotland’s 
rural economy, and of the nation’s ecology?

The latter question is easier to answer than 
the former. 

Peat-forming ecosystems are found in 
areas where waterlogging prevents sufficient 
oxygen reaching the layers of dead plant 
material accumulating at ground level; in 
turn, arresting the rate of decomposition of 
that organic matter. Peatlands are home to a 
variety of species, notably a wide diversity of 
Sphagnum mosses, which act as the principal 
engineers of carbon sequestration in these 
environments. Carbon storage – a role that 
we have bestowed on peatlands – is now a 
serious business. 

Approximately 20% of Scotland’s 
terrestrial surface is occupied by these 
soggy-scapes. In a healthy condition – as a 
functioning peat-forming ecosystem – these 
environments have accumulated c. 1,600 
million tonnes of carbon1. This volume of 
stored carbon is equivalent to the annual 
emissions of Scotland for 140 years2. 
However, only approximately 20% of the 
peatlands in Scotland are sinking carbon 
dioxide; the vast majority are churning it out. 

 Over decades of mismanagement – 
principally in an era prior to political 
rhetoric around carbon emissions – formerly 
peat-forming ecosystems were repurposed 
to allow for dry-land practices. One such 
practice was the draining and piling of 
peatlands to support commercial forestry, 
with fast-growing, non-native conifers. 
In the 1970s and 1980s, significant tax 
incentives were offered by government to 
encourage private planting to support the 
post-war afforestation drive3. 

Now, the government is providing financial 
incentives to do exactly the opposite: to take 
off the timber and block the drains, in order 
to recreate the hydrological and ecological 

integrity of these peatlands necessary for 
re-establishing their role as carbon sinks. 
Peatland ACTION, a Scottish Government 
programme, is providing  
£250 million of public funds  
over 10 years with the aim of 
restoring 250,000 hectares 
of the nation’s damaged 
peatlands by 2030. 

In addition to subsidies, 
private parties are being 
encouraged to invest in 
peatlands as a means of offsetting 
their carbon emissions and/or their 
corporate conscience. The Peatland Code, 
administered by the IUCN UK Peatland 
Programme, provides a standard approach 
for managing peat-carbon transactions 
through the UK Voluntary Carbon Market. 

The Code is also a tool for plugging the 
publicised c. £20 million funding gap for 
nature-related activities in Scotland4.

So, Scotland’s rural future is 
bright, blanketed in revitalised 

bogs? By 2024, nearing 
halfway through the decade 
of restoration action, 
51,000 hectares – c. 20% 
of Scotland’s damaged 
peatlands – have been set 

on the “road to recovery” 
through Peatland ACTION 

interventions5. Despite the 
apparent availability of funding, their 

pathway to restoration is not clear yet.
One key reason for the slower-than-

planned pace of restoration stems from 
the central protagonist of many climate 

→ CARBON

Peatland’s role in 
Scotland’s rural future

A community of peat-forming vegetation: a 
carpet of Sphagnum moss (Sphagnum spp.), with 
sedges (Eriophorum sp.), rushes (Juncus spp.) and 
the carnivorous sundew (Drosera sp.)

Dr Lydia Cole
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change mitigation tales: carbon. This global 
‘commodity’ – found in tangible physical 
and intangible economic forms in peatlands 
– has complicated the restoration story 
for landowners and managers, needing to 
decide which route to restoration best serves 
their needs.

This decision paralysis is a particular 
challenge in crofting communities. Where 
Common Grazings coincide with peatlands – 
of which a large majority do – crofters have 
rights to graze their animals and cut peat 

for use as a domestic fuel. These practices 
are not new, and not as damaging as, for 
example, the establishment of a conifer 
plantation or a ‘farm’ of wind turbines on 
peat soils. Yet, these communities are under 
pressure to address areas of peatlands under 
their stewardship, which are likely to be 
emitting carbon. 

 Crofting communities are being 
confronted with routes to restoration that 
either entail no revenue but retention 
of rights (via Peatland ACTION), or a 

(potentially) significant financial sum but 
unknown implications for future access and 
use of the peatlands for which they have 
been the long-term stewards. What might 
the unintended consequences be of turning 
their landscapes into long-term carbon 
machines, bound by a legal contract? What 
will happen if their ‘restored’ peatlands start 
to release carbon again as the climate warms 
and rainfall patterns change? But faced with 
a cost-of-living crisis and energy poverty, 
can they afford to turn down revenue from 
carbon credit sales?

There are many questions to be answered 
for these communities. And indeed, also 
for restoration practitioners: including 
what constitutes a ‘restored’ peatland?, 
or a ‘community’? for starters. Finding 
answers to these questions is fundamental to 
developing an approach to restoration that 
will allow peatlands to play a key part  
in Scotland’s rural future.

To learn more about Lydia’s project in the 
Outer Hebrides, take a look at Peatland 
Restoration: A Guide for Crofting 
Communities peatland-restoration-guide.wp.
st-andrews.ac.uk/

Dr Lydia Cole, Conservation Ecologist, School 
of Geography & Sustainable Development at 
The University of St Andrews

References 
1 Scottish Wildlife Trust: bit.ly/4iPsk3L
2 �Peatland ACTION: bit.ly/4cWAWUH 
3 �RSE: bit.ly/3YMqucp
4 �Scottish Government: bit.ly/42GIp5y
5 �Peatland ACTION: bit.ly/4cMjOB5

→ CARBON

An area of damaged peatland in the 
Scottish Highlands, where 
restoration activities have recently 
been carried out, i.e., reprofiling the 
surface to reduce the presence of 
bare peat and the speed of water 
flow, revegetation and drain blocking

An exposed peat bank in the Outer Hebrides, where cut peat 
briquettes have been stacked to dry them out. The growth of 
vegetation around the stacks suggests they have been abandoned, 
perhaps because there is insufficient person-power to collect them 
or there is no longer an imperative to
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T
he issue of health and 
social care in contested 
rural environments is 
a topic of international 
concern. For example, 
the World Health 
Organization’s (WHO) 

2021 work – Guideline on health workforce 
development, attraction, recruitment and 
retention in rural and remote areas – on  
rural health equity focuses on a variety  
of inequalities.

Research monitoring geographical health 
inequalities in Scotland may give varying 
impressions, depending on the measures that 
are used, the areas covered, and the timing of 
data used. 

For example, we might consider two studies 
of geographical variations in mental health 
in Scotland. In Social Science & Medicine in 
2005, Levin and Leyland examined variation 
in suicide levels in 1982-1990 and 1992-1998 
using mortality data on populations of Scottish 
postcode sectors, examining differences 
between populations in six groups of areas 
classified by rurality.

They conclude that men in remote rural 
areas were at greater risk compared with those 
in urban areas. In contrast, in 2022, Halliday 
et al. in Wellbeing, Space and Society examined 
patterns of anxiety and depression during 
2009-14 in the Scottish population among 
114,428 individuals. They concluded that 
mental ill-health was lowest among residents 
in more remote/rural areas, especially those 
living on islands. Area indicators appeared to 
explain most of the remoteness relationship 
with mental health. They concluded that 
remote living is associated with lower odds 

of mental illness in Scotland. This may be 
partially due to cohesive neighbourhood social 
structures shaped by geographical isolation.

Research on access to healthcare often 
highlights issues of access in remote and 
island communities. For example, 
Maxwell et al. in Cancer 
Epidemiology in 2023 reported 
research on access to cancer 
diagnosis and treatment 
among 4,309 cases in 
Scotland, of which 22% 
were patients who lived in 
rural areas. Rural patients had 
significantly more consultations 
and investigations prior to referral 
than their urban counterparts, and 
rural lung cancer patients were more likely to 
have a gap of more than 90 days between first 
presenting and a diagnosis.

In 2016, Smith et al. reported a study 
in Primary Health Care Research & 
Development on the impact of a support 
centre for people with sight and hearing loss 
living in the Western Isles. This study showed 
that the service at Western Isles Sensory 
Centre, opened in 2011, impacted positively 
on people’s self-confidence and sense of 
self-esteem and safety, and it had supported 
greater functional independence in their own 
homes. These findings support the WHO’s 
2011 statement that: “Ensuring availability of 
services in rural and remote communities and 
raising awareness about the services to those 
who need them most is essential to support 
people with sensory impairment”.

Action to improve access to care is 
reported in research in Scotland focused on 
primary healthcare-orientated systems; the 

need to invest in the health workforce,  
and digital health.  

For example, Hendry et al. in the 2024 
Journal of Integrated Care draw attention to 
research that includes one study in Scotland 

by Stephen Gibb, published the 
previous year, which considers 

recruitment to social care roles 
in remote and rural contexts. 
Analysis of the ways that 
employment opportunities 
in social care are advertised 
can capture and challenge 

perceptions of care work.  
New messaging has the potential 

to attract, employ, and nurture 
young recruits to the social care sector  

in remote and rural places. 
There are also issues concerning provision 

of infrastructure needed to operate digital 
health systems. The Orkney Partnership 
said in 2018 that: “The biggest cross-cutting 
challenges locally are digital connectivity, 
transport, housing and fuel poverty”.

The crucial issues to consider relating to 
health and healthcare in remote rural and 
island communities in Scotland include: 
the need to continue monitoring different 
aspects of health inequalities and the complex 
wider determinants of health; ways to 
address varying access to services; investing 
in the workforce and issues of recruitment 
in remote rural areas; and, lastly, how much 
development of digital health may improve 
access to care.

Professor Sarah Curtis FRSE, Professor 
Emerita, Geography of Health and Wellbeing, 
Durham University

→ HEALTHCARE

Crucial issues  
in rural healthcare

Professor  
Sarah Curtis
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I 
would like to make two points on 
this subject. In Professor Curtis’s 
article (page 8) she cites a major 
WHO report. A focus of that report 
is “fostering integrated planning 
to address ‘wider’ determinants 
of rural health”. I will illustrate 

why that is important. My second point is 
about rural communities. We need to listen to 
communities more, both in their delineation of 
the problems that they face in health and social 
care and other areas, and their exploration  
of innovative ways in which they can be 
addressed. We also need to look at how they  
can be better supported.

On fostering integrated planning, the aim 
of health and social care is to deliver healthy 
communities. Health in communities in rural 
and island areas is essentially intersectoral. 
Oxford Reference defines intersectoral action 
as “action that involves several sectors of society, 
for instance action by the health, education, 
housing, and local government sectors to 
enhance community health.”

I would add to that list action on transport, 
as transport infrastructure and performance, 
particularly in islands, affects every sector 
relevant to community health – health, social 
care especially home care, education, workforce 
recruitment and retention, and housing. 

The performance of the local and wider 
economies are also wider determinants, 
as these will determine local employment 
and expenditure patterns, and patterns of 
demographic change. The recent closure of a 
care home in Mallaig for 18 months due to staff 
shortages, causing residents to be transferred 
to a home one hour away by road with great 
inconvenience and costs for relatives, illustrates 
the need for better integrated planning through 
intersectoral action.

In terms of listening to communities, 
there was an innovative community research 
project that I was involved with about 
community wellbeing in North Uist, a 
crofting community, called ‘Aire air Sunnd’ 
– Attention to Wellbeing. The vision and 

drive behind it was that of Mary Morrison, 
who lives in North Uist, and it was developed 
by Comann Eachdraidh Uibhist a Tuath, 
North Uist Historical Society (CEUT), and 
was funded by the Wellcome Trust Ideas Fund 
through the British Science Association. 
We developed a survey with the 
community and asked them 
what factors contributed to 
their sense of wellbeing. The 
summary of results is listed in 
the box below.

This project was presented 
at the RSE Islands Present 
conference in Stornoway in 
March 2024. It was started during 
Covid-19 and was a collaboration 
between CEUT and the North Uist 
community, and academic partners Gordon 
Wells of Guthan nan Eilean (Island Voices) 
and the Language Sciences Institute, 
University of the Highlands and Islands, and 
Jess Wood, PhD student at the University of 
Aberdeen. The University of  St Andrews has 
supported digital aspects of the work.

We used ‘community researchers’ working 
with academic partners to co-design the 
study and interpret the results – a different 
sort of partnership and one worth developing 
further. All those supporting the work in 

the community were volunteers with CEUT. 
There is an aim of developing a ‘community 
of practice’ in this area. As part of the project 
CEUT has also developed guided walks, 
cèilidhs and Gàidhlig café events.

There is a report on the Guthan 
nan Eilean website of our final 

webinar in October 2024, which 
was addressed by Kate Forbes, 
Deputy First Minister and 
Minister for Gaelic.

This project used the 
strengths and skills of 

community members and  
is, at heart, an asset-based 

approach to community health 
and wellbeing, as described by  

Sir Harry Burns FRSE when he was Chief 
Medical Officer in Scotland. 

Integrated planning is essential for health 
and social care. Communities can be innovative 
– they can generate many of their own assets 
through volunteering, local knowledge, and 
engagement, as CEUT has done, and continues 
to do. For this to happen, communities need to 
be listened to and better supported.

Professor John Gillies FRSE, Honorary 
Professor of General Practice at the 
University of Edinburgh

Professor  
John Gillies

Integrated planning and the 
contribution of communities

→ WELLBEING

•	 92% felt that the environment was important, and concerns were raised in free text.  
Some words used: inaction on crofting, coastal erosion and flooding of the machair,  
sea level rise, goose populations.

•	 92% believed sense of community was important. “It is a community where people look 
out for each other and that is priceless.”  

•	 72% thought that the Gaelic language was important – both Gaelic speakers and non-
Gaelic speakers. For example, a carer who can speak with an elderly person in Gàidhlig, 
their mother tongue, in their own home increases the quality of communication and  
social care.

•	 50% believed spirituality was important.  
•	 44% said that Uist heritage was important, with 50% saying Uist culture was important. 

This included those who did not grow up with Uist heritage and culture.
•	 Concerns were raised about not being heard (69%) and not being consulted (72%) at 

regional and national level on local concerns.
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I
t appears to be a paradox that 
as the world becomes more 
‘globalised’ in societal attitudes, 
the more people are seeking to 
express and enhance the unique 
aspects of their own cultural 
heritage and local identity. This is 

made apparent in the promotion of regional 
cuisine, the rejuvenation of traditional music 
and craft skills, and the search for economic 
opportunities to interpret everything from 
history, archaeology, nature, to adventure 
activities based upon local resources. 
Unfortunately these opportunities are 
accompanied by challenges and threats. 

One of the key tensions relates to how the 
local attributes can be commercialised for 
the benefit of local communities without 
superficial lip-service becoming a parody, 
or, which may be worse, creating new 
forms of regional disadvantage or external 
exploitation. Increasing visitor numbers, for 
example, not only pressurise basic services, 
but they also create new problems such 
as overcrowding of streets and hotspot 
attractions, higher accommodation prices, 
and the development of ‘market-led’ 
products rather than authentic experiences 
that are not mass-produced. 

Scotland is rich in both regional variation 
and in a long legacy of folk culture based 
upon local historical evidence. The double-
challenge of encouraging population growth 
with a healthy demography while retaining 
the distinctive cultural roots of the area 
is often difficult to balance. Newcomers 
bring new ideas – not all of them good, not 
all of them bad. Frequently the attempts 
to manage local enhancement have been 

frustrated by attempts to apply urban 
solutions to rural problems, and by well-
intentioned policies that fail to follow-
through to convert aspirations into reality.

Part of the problem seems to be that 
key decisions are often taken 
at a level far removed from 
the local community, 
both geographically 
and ideologically. Too 
much of the language 
of ‘development’ is, 
intentionally or not, 
pejorative of rural areas, 
while positioning ‘the city’ as 
the land of opportunity. This 
is despite the potential benefits 
of increasing out-sourcing and the 
decentralisation of labour – as was apparent 
during the Covid-19 pandemic. As a result, 
there is often talk about ‘investment’ in 
inner cities or motorways, but ‘subsidy’ for 
rural businesses and services. Some talk 
about ‘rewilding’ of the countryside without 
reference to the historical eviction of rural 
communities to create that open land, 
ignoring the fact that biodiversity was often 
greater when there was a more populous 
and economically diverse countryside. The 
heritage of family farming, or crofting, is 
very different from corporate agriculture.

Obviously, most of these issues are not 
simply black or white, they are nuanced, 
regionally varied, and inter-disciplinary, but 
all too often the attempts to ‘improve’ rural 
development have been approached from 

different management silos that 
appear barely to recognise the 

existence of the others. In some 
areas, the growth of holiday 
home ownership threatens 
the year-round stability of 
the community. Not only 
are house prices beyond 
the reach of young families, 

but the blunt instrument of 
increasing the Council Tax to 

help pay for local resources may 
encourage the owner to sell, with the 

renovated house further outwith the local 
affordability. New businesses frequently 
struggle to find accommodation for their 
workforce, restricting expansion and reducing 
opportunities for the workforce, who may 
ultimately decide to relocate – not because 
they dislike the work or the rural environs,  
but simply to get decent family housing.

Why does local identity or cultural 
heritage matter? Simply for similar reasons 
for our need for biodiversity in the natural 
environment. Our society, locally, nationally, 
globally, is enhanced by a rich variety of 
customs, practices, foods, stories, and 
attitudes. In the race for homogeneity in 
urban centres, it makes good sense to nourish 
the diversity of regional identities.

Professor Frank Rennie, Professor Emeritus 
of Sustainable Rural Development, The UHI 
Environment Research Institute

→ HERITAGE

Professor  
Frank Rennie

“OUR SOCIETY, LOCALLY, 
NATIONALLY, GLOBALLY, 
IS ENHANCED BY A RICH 
VARIETY OF CUSTOMS, 
PRACTICES, FOODS, 
STORIES, AND ATTITUDES”

Enriching 
our society  
with heritage
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A 
fossil first spotted in 
Skye more than 50 
years ago has finally 
been extracted from 
the base of the cliff 
where it was found 
and, following analysis, 

formally identified as a Jurassic dinosaur – 
Scotland’s first dinosaur.

The new description of the Elgol 
dinosaur has been published in Earth and 
Environmental Science: Transactions of the 
Royal Society of Edinburgh.

The fossil was first discovered in 1973, 
making it Scotland’s earliest recorded 
dinosaur find. It was not fully identified at 
the time and remained uncollected until a 
team led by Dr Elsa Panciroli returned in 
2018 to the location near Elgol, in the south 
of the island, to undertake its extremely 
challenging extraction from the rock.

Researchers have identified part of the 
spine, ribs, and a hip bone, making it the 
most complete dinosaur skeleton found to 
date in Scotland.

Close study of these bones has led 
researchers to believe that it is an 
ornithopod dinosaur, a group which includes 
notable later dinosaurs such as Iguanodon, 

Parasaurolophus and Edmontosaurus. The 
Elgol dinosaur dates to around 166 million 
years ago, in the Middle Jurassic, making 
it one of the earliest known ornithopod 
body fossils. Analysis of the bone structure 
indicates that the pony-sized animal was at 
least eight years old.

Lead author, Dr Panciroli, Natural 
Environment Research Council and 
Independent Research Fellow at National 

Museums Scotland, said: “This was a 
really challenging extraction, in fact we’d 
previously felt it was too difficult to collect 
the fossil, but I thought it was really 
important to study it. 

“It took a lot of hard work from a lot of 
people, but we did it: finally, we can confirm 
and publish Scotland’s first recorded and 
most complete dinosaur, and that makes it  
all worthwhile.”

Professor Susie Maidment of the Natural 
History Museum and the University of 
Birmingham added: “The Elgol dinosaur 
was a challenge to collect and has proven 
perhaps an even bigger challenge to identify. 

“This specimen would already have 
been a fossil by the time that the better-
known ornithopods like Iguanodon and 
Hypsilophodon were walking the Earth.”

The other authors on the paper were 
Professor Roger Benson (American Museum 
of Natural History), Professor Richard 
Butler (University of Birmingham), Brett 
Crawford (Research Casting International 
– RCI), Matt Fair (RCI), Dr Nick Fraser 
(National Museums Scotland) and Dr 
Gregory Funston (Royal Ontario Museum).

For more information, visit bit.ly/4cSLhkG

→ PALAEONTOLOGY

‘Scotland’s first dinosaur’ 
described in RSE journal

Dr Elsa Panciroli with the 
fossilised remains of the 
Elgol dinosaur, which 
was found on the Isle of 
Skye © Neil Hanna

Artist’s impression of the Elgol 
dinosaur ©Maija Karala
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T
here is a joke doing the 
rounds in island circles 
that we will soon see a TV 
series in which a celebrity 
from a rural area makes  
a ‘spiritual journey’ to  
‘the cities’.  

There, said celebrity will marvel at the lives 
of the inhabitants, their innovative ways of 
navigating life in a complex urban system, and 
their culture of theatres and street art. This, 
of course, is a tongue-in-cheek prod at the 
seemingly endless churn of programmes 
where well-known faces ‘discover’ 
our rural and island places, 
claiming them as ‘hidden gems’ 
and destinations to ‘get away 
from it all’. 

Yet the absurdity of this 
joke reflects frustrations at the 
fact that urban areas are often 
used as the baseline to indicate 
what is ‘normal’ in modern life, 
with rural and island areas billed as 
‘other’, as regions which are ‘hard to reach’ or 
which require exceptions in national policy.

Such external perceptions are reflected in 
the way we officially classify our rural areas. 
Under the Scottish Government’s Urban Rural 
Classification1 large swathes of Scotland are 
deemed as ‘accessible’, ‘remote’ or even ‘very 
remote’, implying that somewhere else might 
be considered the centre. But who decides 
where the centre is? 

While some will point to the Central Belt 
or cities such as Aberdeen and Inverness 
as obvious central points on the map, there 
is increasing resistance from others who 
highlight that, for many, our rural areas are the 
centre of daily life. If those living in Edinburgh 
consider the island of Fetlar to be remote, for 
example, we must accept that the opposite can 
be equally true: Edinburgh is remote to the 
people of Fetlar. 

Disquiet about the use of the term ‘remote’ 
has not gone unnoticed. The Scottish 
Government recently stated that, with minor 
exceptions, it would no longer use ‘remote’ to 
refer to rural and island areas2. This was seen 
as progress for those pushing for recognition 
that rural and island life can also be ‘the 

norm’. However, if spatial 
classifications are to be used as 
tools to help us understand the 
diversity of Scotland’s human 
geography, there is still work 
to be done in terms of how we 
classify our non-urban spaces.

Spatial classifications play an 
important role in policy development. 
Robust classifications can help 
us understand how policy might be 
implemented or experienced differently in 

different places. Poor classifications can 
mask impacts and opportunities 

and require us to rely on 
stereotypes. However, official 
classifications still routinely 
consider rural and urban as 
binary or as opposite points 
on a spectrum. By measuring 

rural-ness against urban-
ness they fail to reflect specific 

attributes of rurality, the diversity 
of rural spaces, or the realities of  

rural life.
While developments such as the mapping 

of Sparsely Populated Areas3 have added 
more nuance to the rural landscape there 
remains room for classifications that allow us 
to compare rural spaces to each other, rather 
than using urban as the yardstick, and which 
move beyond measurements of population 
and travel time to urban areas in order to 
more accurately capture the reality of life  
‘on-the-ground’. 

In response to this need, the Scottish 
Government Scottish Islands Typology4 
was developed in 2024. The typology was 
intended to aid the understanding of the 
diversity Scotland’s islands, not least among 
policy makers who, under the Islands 
(Scotland) Act 2018, are duty-bound to 
consider differentiated impact of policy on the 
islands. While this specific typology focuses 
on Scotland’s islands, the underpinning 
methodology provides a model which may 
be adapted and applied to other rural and 
national contexts. 

By using the dimensions of population, 
local amenities, and logistical connectivity, 
the typology creates a picture of the capacity 

each island has to 
operate on a daily basis 

and profiles their reliance on 
external actors. Data on these areas are used 
to compare islands to each other, creating 
non-hierarchical categories which reflect the 
differing needs and opportunities in different 
island types and avoiding the assumption that 
all islands are aiming to be the same ‘type’  
of place.

This new typology and the methodology 
underpinning it is not the silver bullet. We still 
have work to do to improve our understanding 
of the diversity of rural places in Scotland if 
we are to create policy which avoids treating 
our island and rural places as exceptions to 
be managed and instead recognises them 
as normal contexts for modern Scottish life.  
What the Scottish Islands Typology does do 
is provide another resource in the toolkit to 
aid our understanding of islands and offers 
a model for how we might create alternative 
classifications which more accurately reflect 
the diversity of our rural spaces, for the benefit 
of the whole nation. 

Kirsten Gow, postgraduate islands 
researcher, University of Aberdeen

References
1 www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-
government-urban-rural-classification-2020
2 www.gov.scot/publications/supporting-
enabling-sustainable-communities-action-
plan-address-depopulation/pages/4/ 
3 www.hutton.ac.uk/sites/default/files/files/
RD%203_4_1%20Working%20Paper%20
1%20O1_1%20161117.pdf 
4 www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-islands-
typology-overview-2024/

Rethinking rural: 
why the city isn’t  
always the centre

→ POLICY

Kirsten Gow
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T
he Centre for Mountain 
Studies at the University of 
the Highlands and Islands 
(UHI) celebrates its 25th 
anniversary this year. 
As we take stock of our 
progress and consider our 

future activity, it’s an apt time to reflect on the 
meaning and value of mountain studies. 

The Centre for Mountain Studies 
(CMS) was founded with the aim of 
understanding the unique socio-ecological 
dynamics of mountains systems and their 
communities. Engaging with the often-
contentious debates on upland land use 
in Scotland, CMS research has focused on 
land ownership and land reform, and the 
challenging balance of multiple land use 
objectives such as sporting, biodiversity 
conservation and habitat restoration. 
The ethos of CMS is to conduct research 
that draws on multiple values, knowledge 
systems, and academic disciplines, and 
to deliver outcomes that can be taken 
up in both policy and practice. Using 
participatory approaches and concepts that 
are widely relevant to a range of landscape 
and community contexts, our research often 
goes far beyond mountain systems. We are 
often asked why mountains matter.

Mountains represent complex systems 
for examining both biophysical and social 
dynamics at multiple scales. River catchments 
are considered a suitable scale for land use 
planning and management, where ecological 
processes can be tracked from summit to sea. 
The biological communities and integrity of 
upland soil systems influence downstream 
hydrology for example, with far-reaching 
implications for lowland communities and 

ecosystems. Upland woodland planting and 
peatland restoration can alleviate flood risk 
for those lowland communities. Mountains 
are considered the water towers of the world, 
and beacons of change in relation to 
the impact of climate change on 
processes such as glacier melt. 
Humboldt’s Tableau Physique 
(1807) was one of the early 
visualisations of the vertical 
stratification of plant life in the 
tropical Andes and beautifully 
captured key montane 
ecological principles in a single 
image. Well-managed and healthy 
riparian corridors, linking highland 
and lowland, enhance ecological connectivity 
allowing species to migrate and disperse. 

The variable spatial scales of upland-lowland 
ecosystem processes raise questions for how 
ecosystem management and natural resources 
can be justly governed. Aside from water 
resources, claims to rights and access to upland 
and mountain areas for energy generation, 
mineral extraction and cultivation are highly 
contested. Mountains also host the beginnings 
and ends of migrations, both human and 
non-human. Climate change is driving many 
species uphill as their niches creep inexorably 
towards the limits of habitability.   

Mountain systems encourage us to think 
in multiple dimensions; across spatial scales, 
both horizontal and vertical; furthermore it is 
difficult to imagine another landscape where 
the earth’s deep history is quite so evident. 
The integrative approach that aligns so well 
with mountain studies can be aptly captured 
by Aldo Leopold’s ‘thinking like a mountain’ 
concept which encourages us to seek balanced 
relationships between land and communities. 

Several of our recent projects have applied a 
relational framework, that integrates multiple 
disciplines, and encourages thinking on 
extended timescales.

CMS recently concluded an 
international project ‘Cultivate’ 

which examined how exploring 
cultural heritage can contribute 
to transitions towards 
more sustainably managed 
landscapes. The findings 
supported the importance 
of a place-based approach 

enriched by local knowledge and 
an understanding of the interplay 

of cultural narratives, alongside 
strong scientific principles to achieve land 
use that benefits people, nature and climate. 
Socio-ecological systems approaches were 
expanded to include approaches from the 
environmental humanities and heritage fields. 
CMS researchers are taking this further and 
considering how creative writing can capture 
the nuances of deer management debates and 
how historical writings can help us understand 
shifting baselines in our perceptions of the 
condition of the natural environment. 

While these approaches and principles 
are important for understanding our 
relationships with land in general, they are 
perhaps most clearly exposed on the sharp 
outer edges of human and wildlife existence 
which exist on mountains. I will leave you 
with a question: in aiming higher with our 
hopes and aspirations for Scotland, what  
new perspectives can mountain studies bring 
to our contested rural futures?

Dr Rosalind Bryce, Director of the Centre  
for Mountain Studies at UHI

→ ENVIRONMENT

Dr Rosalind Bryce

Perspectives from 
mountain studies
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E
nergy powers the 
infrastructure we need 
for daily survival and how 
we produce and access 
that energy is reflected in 
the systems of power that 
control our lives.

The entanglement of relationships between 
people and the places where they live are 
also shaped by systems of power – cultural, 
economic, political, and technical – which 
bind the local to the global. The regulatory 
and economic systems that impact energy 
generation and supply in Scotland are complex 
and often unable to respond to the specific 
needs of people and places.  

We use the word ‘community’ as a noun 
when it is in fact a living and dynamic 
process. When we talk about Scotland’s rural 
communities, we are generalising about the 
experience of particular groups of people living 
together in particular places, facing particular 
challenges and impacts. We need to be clear 
about how we are defining community – who 
are we including and excluding, whose voices 
and experiences are being heard, who has 
access to power? Community is not necessarily 
inclusive, or easy – at its best it is a pragmatic 
process which allows a group of individuals  
to work together for a common goal, across  
a diverse range of opinions and disagreement. 

Rural and island communities are already 
experiencing the effects of climate change and 
market failure. They are often the location 
of significant renewable energy resources 
and experience the impact of large-scale 
developments without necessarily seeing 
any direct benefits. For example, Orkney has 
been producing all its electricity needs from 
renewable sources since 2013 yet has one of 

the highest rates of fuel poverty in Scotland. 
Orkney’s energy story has been dominated by 
a narrative of innovation and technological 
achievements, but what has allowed that to 
happen has been the ‘invisible work’ involving 
the social technology of community. 

As I argued at the RSE Islands – 
future event in Orkney last year, 
community can be thought 
of as a decarbonisation 
technology, as illustrated 
by the role of the Islands 
Community Action Network 
(ICAN) in the Island 
Centre for Net Zero project. 
Where communities share a 
common sense of purpose and 
cultural narratives that value place 
and belonging, there is an understanding 
of interdependency and the need to work 
together for a collective good. This allows 
for care for people and place – not as assets 
or resources to exploit, but as intrinsically 
valuable ecosystems which can sustain life for 
all. It informs climate action that looks beyond 
net zero, focusing on creating sustainable, 
resilient futures, shaped by equity, fairness, 
inclusion, and care. 

Community Energy Scotland’s work 
includes supporting community groups 
to develop energy projects with income-
generating assets. This gives communities 
their own source of income, and agency to 

organise, make long-term plans 
and act, beyond the constraints 
of short-term external funding. 

Community led development 
allows for place-based solutions, 

utilising local knowledge and 
expertise, building local capacity  

and trusted relationships and creating 
employment opportunities. 

Revenue to communities 
from 100% community-

owned wind farms is 34 times higher than 
community benefits from private wind farms. 
A report, produced for Point and Sandwick 
Development Trust in Lewis, compared the 
returns from community-owned and private 

wind farms in Scotland. Returns from 
the community-owned wind farms 

average £170,000 per installed 
MW per annum, in contrast 
to the community benefit 
payment industry standard 
of £5,000 per installed MW 
per annum. 

Dr Becky Ford, Community 
Energy Scotland/Institute for 

Northern Studies, UHI

→ POWER

Dr Becky Ford

The demand for 
energy is increasing – 
how does this impact Scotland’s rural communities?

In 2024, the Scottish Community Coalition on 
Energy (SCCE) published a paper A Fair Energy 
Deal for Scottish Communities calling for: 

Increased community ownership 
•	 With the aim of achieving 1GW of 100% 
community-owned energy by 2030.

Improved standards for community benefit 
•	 For onshore wind, 4% of gross revenue 
should go to local community benefit fund(s) 
with a guaranteed floor of £7.5k/MW/year.
•	 For offshore wind, 1% of gross revenue 
should go to local community benefit fund(s) 
with a guaranteed floor of £2.5k/MW/year.

Establish a Scottish Community  
Wealth Fund 
•	 It could be seeded with the £750 million 
raised from the ScotWind auction, ensuring 
this wealth stays in Scotland and contributes 
to community wealth building (including 
more community-owned renewables and 
more shared ownership). 
•	 In addition to payments to local 
community benefit funds detailed above,  
1% of gross revenue from onshore wind 
developments, and 4% of gross revenue from 
offshore wind developments should go to a 
nationally coordinated Scottish community 
wealth fund. 
•	 Norway’s sovereign wealth fund, created 
with its oil revenue, funds thriving 
communities. While recognising that the 
economics of oil and renewables are not the 
same, this demonstrates how revenue from 
natural resources is managed can have a 
huge impact on who benefits.
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S
cotland has established itself 
as a leader in renewable 
energy, making significant 
progress toward its goal of 
achieving net-zero emissions 
by 2040. Nevertheless, rural 
Scotland faces a complex 

set of challenges within the current energy 
landscape, encompassing technical, 
socio-economic, logistical, 
policy-related, and historical 
barriers and opportunities. 
Effectively addressing these 
challenges requires a systems 
approach that considers the 
interconnected nature of 
the challenges, especially as 
energy demand continues  
to grow.

Empowering local communities 
through active engagement in 
energy conversion and storage projects, 
while supporting their critical role in a just 
transition, is essential. While the energy 
transition presents significant opportunities 
and benefits for local communities, it is crucial 
to recognise that the mechanisms needed to 
fully realise these ambitions are still evolving.

Most renewable technologies currently 
in use are well-established, but many are 
not suitable for direct management by 
local communities. While wind power for 
‘direct’ usage offers some potential for local 
management, challenges such as grid access 
and the creation of micro-grids require 
solutions that operate at a higher, more 
coordinated level.

There are, however, emerging technologies 
that may prove efficient at smaller scales. 
Effective biomass utilisation is one of such 
examples but to be successfully deployed, 
these technologies require strategic 
investments. Such investments should not 

only focus on technological development 
and deployment but must also emphasise 
co-deployment and co-management with 
rural communities. A shortage of skills poses 
a significant barrier to these opportunities. 
Moreover, the regulatory environment 
surrounding renewable energy is complex, 
and many communities lack the technical 

expertise necessary to navigate permits 
and compliance requirements. 

Addressing these challenges 
will require a comprehensive 
approach that combines 
technological investment 
with capacity building  
and regulatory support.

Hydrogen production 
presents potential economic 

benefits for rural communities 
in Scotland. However, the 

production of green hydrogen 
presents complexities that are difficult to 
manage effectively at the community level 
and it is unlikely that locally owned hydrogen 
production plants will be feasible. Instead, 
large-scale hydrogen production facilities, 
powered by locally generated renewable 
energy, could significantly contribute to  
rural areas by creating employment 
opportunities, supporting new ancillary 
industries, and enhancing local energy 
generation. Nevertheless, careful 
management of land and water resources is 
essential to ensure sustainable operation.

Scotland is not alone when facing 
the challenge of energy storage. While 
considerable emphasis has been placed on 
locally owned energy projects, true energy 
independence and security rely heavily on 
effective energy storage solutions, which  
must be equally prioritised.

Access to locally generated energy can  
play a vital role in eliminating energy 

poverty – an issue that remains particularly 
concerning in rural areas with older, 
poorly insulated housing. Addressing 
energy poverty is a fundamental aspect of 
ensuring a just transition; however, a just 
transition must also encompass equitable 
access to resources, intergenerational 
equity, transparency, accountability, and, 
in general, ethical aspects of energy justice. 
Achieving energy justice is a complex issue 
that requires balancing local circumstances 
with broader global realities. It might 
involve compromising among competing 
players. Scotland’s energy ambitions must 
avoid fragmentation of efforts. Balancing 
localisation and centralisation are crucial to 
prevent the isolation of rural communities. 
Addressing these key challenges requires 
a multifaceted approach that supports 
renewable energy projects, promotes energy 
efficiency, encourages energy saving, and 
energy storage.

Circularity must be one of the guiding 
principles in all these activities, emphasising 
the ethos of  ‘use less and use responsibly’ by 
supporting re-use and recycling. Sustainability 
should be more than a target; it should be a 
mind-set embedded in how rural communities 
approach their energy challenges.

To conclude, the ‘energy transition’ is upon 
us and, in my opinion, it is not a temporary 
journey toward a steady state defined by 
specific energy sources or vectors. The reality 
is likely to be more complex where we would 
need to balance and manage a constantly 
evolving hybrid system that integrates various 
energy fonts, energy carriers, and energy 
storage systems to meet the needs of different 
usage sectors.

Professor Raffaella Ocone OBE FRSE FREng, 
Professor of Chemical Engineering at 
Heriot-Watt University 

Professor 
Raffaella Ocone 
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T
he digital divide is not 
just about internet access 
– it is the root cause of 
many other inequalities 
in modern society. In 
Scotland, this divide is 
particularly pronounced 

in rural and remote areas, where a lack of 
connectivity impacts healthcare, education, 
employment, and financial opportunities. 
As digital services become the default 
for everything, from banking to medical 
consultations, those without reliable digital 
connectivity are at a severe disadvantage.

Bridging the digital divide requires 
high-speed wired, optical or wireless 
(including satellite links) connectivity to 
reach difficult locations and robust wireless 
and cellular networks to ensure coverage for 
all, including visitors. However, deploying 
such infrastructure in remote areas presents 
significant challenges.

Mobile network operators typically 
base their decisions on financial viability. 
Serving sparsely populated areas means high 
infrastructure costs with a prolonged return on 
investment. Even in urban settings, operators 
rely on a high number of subscribers to 
justify their investments. In remote locations, 
the costs of installation, maintenance, and 
troubleshooting are prohibitively high. 
Without state intervention, expanding 
connectivity remains largely dependent  
on the goodwill of network providers.

To address these challenges, we have 
been developing and advocating for ‘frugal 
networking’ solutions. By adopting cost-
efficient and sustainable strategies, we can 
make digital access more affordable and 
widespread. Our approach includes:
•	Modular low-cost adaptable hardware 
and open-source software
Instead of relying on expensive vendor-
specific solutions, we propose using modular, 
adaptable or re-programmable, open-source 
alternatives. This not only reduces costs 
but also stimulates local job creation and 
economic activity (by breaking the monopoly 

of large companies and encouraging small  
and medium size enterprises) within Scotland 
and the wider UK.
•	Self-organising networks and automation
Traditional networks require skilled 
personnel for maintenance, which is costly 
and impractical in remote locations. By 
deploying self-organising tools with zero-
touch automation, networks can function 
with minimal human intervention, reducing 
operational costs and increasing reliability.
•	Energy-efficient and  
community-led networks
High energy costs are another barrier  
to rural connectivity. By focusing 
on energy-efficient systems, we 
can lower electricity bills and 
make network maintenance 
affordable for operators 
or even local communities 
running ‘Do-It-Yourself’ 
networks.
•	Flexible spectrum use 
Spectrum – the wireless 
resource necessary for mobile 
networks – is expensive. We propose 
a more dynamic approach where unused 
spectrum can be borrowed from licence 
holders or low-cost licensed spectrum  
can be shared.

Several initiatives have already 
demonstrated the potential of community-
led networking solutions.
•	5G Rural First1 and 5G New Thinking2 
have developed toolkits that empower local 
communities to plan, deploy and manage 
their own wireless networks. These projects 
prove that with the right resources, remote 
areas can take control of their digital future.
•	ON-SIDE3 has explored how spectrum can 
be dynamically allocated, reducing costs and 
making connectivity more accessible.
•	Several other projects such as CoMP-O-
RAN4, BEACH5, SCONDA6, and TUDOR7 
have contributed to the development of open 
radio access networking solutions. For those 
interested in our global perspective and 
technical details on reaching hard-to-reach 

areas, refer to the IEEE Proceedings article 
‘Exploring the Boundaries of Connected 
Systems: Communications for Hard-to-
Reach Areas and Extreme Conditions’8. 
The challenges of the digital divide are 
particularly pressing in Scotland’s Highlands 
and Islands, where sparse populations and 
rugged terrain make traditional network 
deployments difficult. However, Scotland 
also has a unique opportunity to lead  
in this space. With world-class research 
institutions such as the Scotland 5G Centre9, 
there is immense potential to develop 

connectivity solutions tailored to  
remote environments.

The digital divide is about 
more than just connectivity 

– it is a matter of social and 
economic equity. Without 
action, those without access 
will fall further behind in 
education, healthcare, and 

job opportunities. However, 
through frugal networking, 

community-driven models and 
strategic investments, Scotland can 

pioneer sustainable digital solutions. 

Professor Muhammad Ali Imran FRSE, FIEEE, 
FIET, University of Glasgow
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E
nterprise is the spirit of 
Scotland’s community 
radio. Driven by 
volunteers with a good 
blend of enthusiasm and 
expertise in broadcasting, 
the sector delivers high-

quality specialised programming with a 
focus on serving distinct communities.

These can be geographical communities 
like a town or region; a community of specific 
interest in music; or a defined culture.

What unites them in a network from the 
Northern Isles to the Borders and coast to 
coast is a core belief to deliver programmes 
generally not carried on mainstream media.

Commercial radio across Scotland and the 
UK has changed beyond its original signature 
signal to be local. Shared programming 
broadcast from a central studio has replaced 
local output.

Local radio has gone the way of the old 
ITV regional structure that initially linked 
intrinsically into its locale and spoke with the 
voices of its area, such as Grampian, Scottish, 
Southern, Yorkshire and Thames.

Community radio shares some 
programming. Among the longest-running 
network programmes is The Week in 
Holyrood, a one-hour political and public 
affairs show now in its 21st year.

Stations can come together for major 
events, including coverage of the death of 
Queen Elizabeth. Network programming 
replaced local outputs before reverting to 
defined community services.

Elections, referendums, and Highland 
Games may be shared as network coverage 
but the ethos of specific community 
programming is key to each station’s output.

The very nature of delivering the services 
has been transformed by technology. There 

are still cable-runs up mountains to connect 
studios to transmitters to receivers to 
listeners.

The advent of digital lets listeners hear 
Radio Skye in Glasgow or Chicago; and 
Kirkcaldy’s K107 in Rothesay or Nice.

Community radio is bound to Ofcom 
Guidelines and has to apply to the  
regulator for a licence to 
broadcast. This process is 
costly and time-consuming 
and is a clear sign of the 
determination of applicants 
who believe in public service.

Changes to the media 
reference in the UK has 
brought about extensions to 
licences for many community 
stations, in itself helping to bring some 
stability to a fragile sector that relies in great 
measure on goodwill to help pay the bills.

Every business across the country is 
squeezed, and community radio is not 
exempt. There is no package of financial 
support readily available from local or 
national government, although the Welsh 
Government did trial a period of funding for 
community stations across the country.

One potential source of consistent funding 
for community radio would be granting each 
station, no matter the size or location, a slice 
of the licence fee.

This could help to stabilise their funding, 
enabling investment in programmes and 
creating paid posts across the station. The 
core foundation of voluntary service would 
be maintained as that is at the heart of each 
community station.

The stations could potentially be linked 
to the BBC structure, opening access to 
exceptional resources and offering in return 
an ultra-local service that could help the 

BBC generate and react to breaking news in 
the smallest of communities nationwide.

News events don’t follow a dictat, they 
should happen only in major conurbations 
with easy access for the big broadcasters. 
News also happens in the countryside.

Community radio can suffer from a  
pre-supposed identity crisis: it’s 

not professional, not very good, 
full of cranks who cannot 
make it in the mainstream, 
so they channel themselves 
into low-budget, no-
budget, poor quality 
programme slots where they 

can talk gibberish to their 
hearts’ content and play their 

favourite tracks despite their 
dodgy language or melody.

That is the domain not of Scotland’s 
community radio, but it has free space in 
the mind of those who don’t like something 
they’ve never tried.

Scotland’s community radio is a 
sector that is vigorous, enterprising, and 
challenging. It offers opportunities to 
people of all ages to realise a dream of 
broadcasting, talking to their community,  
to the world.

It gives a chance for young people to hone 
their skills, polish their presentation and 
production talent, and take it to commercial 
and public service broadcasters at home 
and abroad. Community radio has delivered 
some of your favourite presenters to some of 
your favourite programmes.

Try it. Be part of it. 

Charles Fletcher MBE is the presenter of  
The Week in Holyrood, one of the longest 
running programmes on Scotland’s 
Community Radio Network

Charles Fletcher
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C
onflicts between rural 
communities and tourism/
tourists are neither new 
nor exclusive to Scotland. 
Research has highlighted 
issues of displacement  
and gentrification in  

rural areas across China, Sweden, Spain  
and Italy. In Scotland, growing evidence 
points to increasing tensions between 
hosts and guests. The long-standing 
struggle of residents on the Isle 
of Skye to regulate motorhomes 
and tourist numbers dates back 
at least a decade. 

A 2017 Guardian article 
had already flagged concerns 
over affordable housing 
and other conflicts  between 
visitors and locals on Skye. At that 
time, The Guardian reported 360 Airbnb 
lettings in the region; today, that number 
has risen significantly. While the influx of 
visitors provides economic benefits, it also 
exacerbates housing costs, displaces local 
families and forces the closure of businesses 
catering to residents.

Tourism research indicates that 
communities overwhelmed by visitor 
numbers often struggle to retain businesses 
and services essential to local life. These 
include hairdressers, pet shops, nurseries, 
optometrists, and dentists. In this context,  
it is crucial to recognise three primary forms 
of displacement caused by tourism in rural 
areas: Direct Displacement, Exclusionary 
Displacement, and Pressured Displacement. 
Direct Displacement occurs when rising 
costs and the economic influence of external 
property developers or visitors force residents 
out of their communities. Exclusionary 
Displacement prevents specific demographic 
groups – such as the children of local 
families – from affording homes in their 
own neighbourhoods due to gentrification. 

Pressured Displacement results from changes 
in local services and community dynamics, 
making it difficult for long-term residents  
to stay.

A 2021 report by the John Muir Trust 
in Scotland highlighted several impacts 
of increasing visitor numbers on rural 
communities and natural spaces, including: 
increased waste and littering; inappropriate 

roadside parking; irresponsible ‘wild’ 
camping; human waste and 

inadequate sanitation facilities; 
increased traffic and pressure on 
local roads; lack of awareness 
of the Scottish Outdoor Access 
Code; growing numbers of 
campervans and associated 

pressures; environmental 
degradation; anti-social behaviour 

from visitors; and a shortage of 
affordable housing due to the rise in  
short-term rentals.

These transformations contribute to the 
process of tourism gentrification, where 
visitors act both as consumers of the rural 
landscape and as forces reshaping it into a 
tourist-centric environment. In 2023, the 
Highlands hosted nearly 2.3 million overnight 
visits from international and domestic tourists, 
while the local population stood at just 
238,000. This equates to nearly 10 overnight 
visitors per resident, compared to a national 
ratio of three overnight visitors per capita 
across Scotland’s 17 million overnight stays.

Given these mounting pressures, the 
work of organisations such as Scottish 
Community Tourism (SCOTO) becomes 
crucial. SCOTO shifts the focus from 
visitors to the wellbeing of the local 
community. Its vision – “For 
every community in Scotland 
to be able to secure added 
value from tourism” – 
emphasises that the 
most important 

stakeholders are local residents, even as 
the needs of tourists are acknowledged. 
According to SCOTO, communities must 
play a direct role in shaping and managing 
tourism offerings to ensure that economic, 
social, and environmental benefits remain 
within the local area.

This community-centred approach should 
be the path forward for Scotland’s rural 
areas. Strengthening local bonds, protecting 
residents’ rights, and fostering tourism 
that leaves a positive impact will allow 
communities to thrive – without bearing the 
burden of others’ leisure.

Looking at the report Rural Scotland 
– trajectories of young people and young 
adults that has been recently published by 
the Scottish Government, we can start to 
understand the potential role tourism can 
play in attracting new or returning residents. 
To achieve this, policymakers must consider 
the optimal cultural, social, and economic 
conditions surrounding tourism activities. 
This involves supporting local businesses, 
investing in infrastructure, and implementing 
regulations that mitigate Direct, Exclusionary 
and Pressured Displacement.

The introduction of a visitor levy, which I 
expect to be implemented in many regions, 
alongside the new licensing regime for 
short-term lets, will keep shaping the future 
of rural communities in Scotland. Whether 
these measures will have a positive or 
detrimental impact depends on the unique 
characteristics of each community, the type 
of tourism they experience, and the profile of 
visitors they attract. But again, a community-
centred approach should be the path forward 

for Scotland’s rural areas.

Professor Sandro Carnicelli, 
Professor of Tourism  

and Leisure Studies  
at University of the  

West of Scotland

→ TOURISM
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L
iving in rural Scotland 
is a challenge. It breeds 
independence. Lacking the 
range and accessibility of 
services available to Central 
Belt dwellers, Scots living in 
the hinterland must figure 

out their own solutions when challenges arise.
Sometimes the challenges are massive: 

consider the Durness resident attending a 
consultant appointment at the nearest general 
hospital in Inverness using public transport. 
In the unlikely event that the appointment can 
be guaranteed between 12 noon and 2pm, it 
is possible to return by bus on the same day – 
four hours each way. Otherwise, an overnight 
stay is required. Few, if any, in the Central Belt 
need to give up a day, or more likely more than 
a day, for a hospital appointment.

The toughness of life and the lack of 
employment opportunities in rural Scotland 
has been a consistent pressure, pushing 
young people towards city life. But the 
quality and pace of life has made rural living 
attractive to the affluent elderly, which has 
had a marked effect on the housing market. 
Upward pressure on house prices has made 
it increasingly difficult for young people to 
establish a family close to where they have 
been brought up. Along with the general 
decline in fertility, this has led to significant 
declines in school rolls. Thus, for example, 
Highland Council expects Gairloch secondary 
school to be operating at 17% of its capacity 
10 years hence. 

In my own county, Kinlochbervie High 
School is expected to reach only 12% of its 
capacity 10 years hence. With school rolls 
at very low levels, it becomes increasingly 
difficult to attract staff, which narrows 

the curriculum and further undermining 
viability. Similar recruitment difficulties exist 
for health professionals, shortages of which 
may ultimately deter the immigration of 
retirees, increasing the downward pressure 
on population.

As the authority for the largest part of 
rural Scotland, Highland Council has the 
responsibility for looking after a 
land mass that is 84% of the 
size of Belgium. One part of 
its jurisdiction, the inner 
Moray Firth, centred around 
Inverness, is growing 
rapidly. This growth will 
likely continue and perhaps 
accelerate following the 
establishment of the Green 
Freeport. But the peripheral 
areas of the west and north struggle 
economically even though a significant 
amount of value is created there in the salmon, 
seafood, whisky, and renewables industries.

Renewables have been heavily touted as a 
significant employment opportunity for rural 
Scotland. In 2023, onshore wind production 
of electricity in rural Scotland was 6.4 times 
greater per household than in the rest of 
Scotland, while for hydro it was 10.8 times 
greater. But this is a heavily capital-intensive 
sector, and the employment effects thus far 
have been limited. And ironically, although 
rural Scotland is now central to Scotland’s 
and the UK’s energy ambitions, consumers 
in the Highlands pay the highest electricity 
charges in the country.

Price per unit is usually similar, but those 
living in rural Scotland pay more because of 
higher standing charges and other add-ons 
which reflect the higher costs of maintaining 

rural networks. Thus, consumers in northern 
Scotland currently pay 27p per kwh, while 
those in London pay 26.5p. Daily standing 
charges in the north are 60.9p while they 
are only 46.2p in London. When energy 
prices were at their highest in April 2023, the 
Scottish Government estimated the rate of 
fuel poverty in remote rural Scotland would 

reach 57%. This is a horrifying statistic, 
which in part is behind support for 

zonal pricing – allowing the price 
of electricity to vary by region.

As one of the largest and 
most diverse local authorities 
in Europe, Highland Council 
has an almost impossible task, 

given the contrasts within its 
area and increasing pressure 

for localism, which has led some 
councillors recently to propose a break-up 

of the council. Further, many NDPBs and 
NGOs take an active interest in promoting 
their own policies in the area, due to its 
unique physical and environmental qualities. 
Often these policies reflect concerns of urban 
dwellers, who often have a romantic view 
of our rural hinterland, coupled with little 
understanding or concern for the viability of 
the resident population. There are no easy 
answers: but the ageing of the population and 
the consequent lack of young working-age 
residents will gradually bring depopulation 
and poverty issues up the policy agenda. 

It is better to start a conversation now, 
making sure to involve people from remote 
rural Scotland, rather than wait until the 
point of no-return is passed. 

Professor David Bell FRSE, Professor of 
Economics at the University of Stirling

Professor  
David Bell

Rural communities must be 
involved in their own future
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A
n extraordinary new 
wave of economic 
opportunity looks set 
to bring a major boost 
to the Highlands and 
Islands over the next 
few years.

This rural region is home to about 10% 
of the population spread across half the 
country’s land mass. It’s rich in natural and 
renewable resources and on the brink of 
unprecedented growth.

This growth is linked largely to the 
role of renewable energy in two 
national priorities – the drive 
towards net zero and the 
importance of energy security, 
both of which are here to stay.

The sheer scale of the 
region’s potential far exceeds 
anything we’ve seen before, 
holding out a strong prospect 
of achieving greater impact than 
either the post-war development of 
the Highlands’ hydro infrastructure or the 
main period of the oil and gas exploration era.

Much of Scotland’s onshore and offshore 
wind potential is found in the Highlands 
and Islands and the long-anticipated 
renewables revolution is reaching a tipping 
point. Potential has been scoped, significant 
investments made in port infrastructure and 
manufacturing, numerous developments 
installed and skilled jobs created.

While the past 20 years or so have been 
the dawn of this new era, we’re now into  
the next phase, and poised for rapid 
exponential growth. New projects linked to 
both net zero transition and energy security 
are taking shape.

With the right collaborations and the right 
investments, it’s no exaggeration to say we’re 
set to see many tens of billions of pounds 
worth of projects emerge in the coming years. 
This will create jobs, help attract and retain 
population and support house building  
across the region. 

With this economic opportunity comes 
a stronger case for the necessary enabling 
investment in transport and skills. From our 
perspective this is very much a win-win.

At Highlands and Islands Enterprise, our 
research team has been busy working 

with specialists on a study that will 
detail and quantify this potential 

through identification 
of what are being called 
Regional Transformation 
Opportunities, or RTOs  
for short.

The study has two main 
purposes: to better understand 

the breadth of economic 
opportunities with the greatest 

potential to bring transformational change 
to the region’s economy and society; and to 
inform policies, planning and investment 
decisions around topics such as population 
attraction and retention, skills, housing 
provision and transport, so we might 
maximise the benefits of those opportunities. 

RTO projects are generally well dispersed 
across the region’s local authority areas and 
largely private sector driven with some public 
sector co-investment, for example through 
Growth Deals.

We’ve seen great strides in onshore and 
offshore wind, pumped storage hydro and 
green hydrogen. And the region remains  
at the heart of our oil and gas industries.

But it’s not just about energy. There are also 
great advances being made in space, marine 
biotechnology, life sciences, natural capital 
and critical infrastructure developments that 
will enable the RTOs to become a reality.

Although outside the scope of the study, 
established sectors including tourism, food 

and drink, creative industries, aquaculture 
and forestry are also innovating and adding 
to the region’s economic strength.

Advances in communications technology, 
meanwhile, are enabling people to remain 
or move into the region with confidence, 
knowing there is work, investment, and 
solutions to many of the geographic 
challenges of the past.

There is of course still a huge amount of 
work to be done to harness the opportunities 
open to us. Government, public bodies and 
investors need to work together on joined-
up, local approaches, tackling challenges 
such as housing and transport which are 
especially important to rural regions.

In doing so, we’ll secure a sustainable 
future for the Highlands and Islands 
economy. We’ll also revitalise rural 
communities, making them vibrant and 
connected hubs of innovation and growth. 
And this in turn will significantly enhance 
the contribution this region makes to 
Scotland’s economy.

In the summer, we’ll be publishing the 
findings of the RTO research, sharing the 
report with our partners across industry 
and the public sector, with the message ‘let’s 
make it happen’.

A new journey is just beginning. Yes, it 
requires investment and lots of work, but the 
potential return on that investment will be 
genuinely transformational.

Martin Johnson, Director of Strategy  
and Regional Economy at Highlands  
and Islands Enterprise 

The Highlands 
and Islands:
rural economies shaping 
Scotland’s future
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“NEW PROJECTS LINKED 
TO BOTH NET ZERO 
TRANSITION AND  
ENERGY SECURITY  
ARE TAKING SHAPE”
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F
ive years ago, Scotland’s 
newest enterprise agency 
was launched. South 
of Scotland Enterprise 
(SOSE) was established 
in April 2020 to drive 
inclusive growth, increase 

competitiveness, and tackle inequality  
across Dumfries and Galloway and the 
Scottish Borders. 

In that time, we have all faced a series of 
unprecedented challenges – the Covid-19 
pandemic, the cost-of-living crisis, and 
geopolitical instability. But throughout 
this turbulent period, the businesses 
and communities in this rural corner of 
Scotland have shown a vision, ambition, and 
determination that is paying dividends now.  

Our job in that time has centred on 
being the catalyst to spark progress – and 
collectively we have made a significant 
impact. That impact across 2023/24 saw 
SOSE engage with 914 enterprises, with  
£9.2 million worth of grants approved for  
152 organisations. This activity helped create 
377 jobs and safeguard 1,329 posts. 

However, while funding will always be 
important, our value as a development 
agency is also in the expertise our staff 
bring – in their work with communities and 
businesses to help them plan and grow for 
the future. That ‘invisible’ impact is crucially 
important, valued by those we work with and 
something we need to get better at capturing.

There have been many specific highlights 
since our launch five years ago. One of the 
most significant has been the South being 
designated as Scotland’s Natural Capital 
Innovation Zone by the Scottish Government. 

The zone aims to help Scotland address the 
twin crises of climate change and biodiversity 

loss through attracting responsible 
investment, driving forward innovation, and 
furthering natural capital opportunities – at 
the same time as ensuring we keep the focus 
on economic growth. 

To encourage more female 
entrepreneurs in Scotland, 
we have been leading a pilot 
project called Pathways 
over the last year, which has 
helped more than 230 people 
so far to take the first step in 
starting their own business.

With the South of Scotland 
generating over 15% of all of 
Scotland’s renewable energy, we have 
commissioned a report highlighting the 
scale of opportunity for local communities 
to benefit from onshore wind farms, which 
is estimated to be £12 million per year and 
potentially increasing to £70 million per year 
by 2058. 

Land for new investment is key, which is 
why we are developing an Energy Transition 
Zone near the former Chapelcross nuclear 
power plant to encourage green energy 
production. This land is vital to meet demand, 
with interest from companies up 400%.

We also continue to develop innovative 
frameworks and partnerships to help unlock 
inward investment opportunities in the 
South of Scotland. These have included the 
launch of the South of Scotland Net Zero 
Investment Guide, as well as delivery of a 
new website which promotes the benefits of 
doing business in the South of Scotland. 

Support for businesses, enterprises, and 
community groups across the South is 
provided through our staff expertise, and 
also, where appropriate, a series of dedicated 
funds. These have included a Net Zero 

Accelerator Fund, Cycling Infrastructure 
Fund, and CreaTech Fund supporting our 
creative economy.

Partnership working – including with 
the RSE as part of its Economy 

and Enterprise Committee – 
remains at the heart of SOSE’s 

activities. This has included 
helping the region to earn 
UCI Bike Region Label 
status, joining a prestigious 
list of leading cycling 

destinations across  
the world. 
We also continue to play a 

leading role in the South of Scotland 
Regional Economic Partnership (REP), 
helping to drive forward the Regional 
Economic Strategy and now the Housing 
Action Plan, which aims to tackle one of 
the most significant issues facing all rural 
regions of Scotland.

We continue to advocate for Fair Work 
across the South of Scotland continues, 
with all SOSE grant funding recipients now 
required to pay the real Living Wage –  
a crucial step forward for one of the lowest 
paid areas of Scotland. 

Looking forward, our focus is on 
continuing to be the impetus that drives 
progress, particularly in innovation, growth, 
productivity, and investment. 

While there will be continued challenges 
for our unique and beautiful corner of 
Scotland, we will continue to work closely 
with those who can help fulfil our ambitions 
to create the rural economic powerhouse we 
know the South of Scotland can be.

Karen Jackson, SOSE Director of Strategy, 
Partnership and Engagement

→ ENTERPRISE

Karen Jackson

Driving growth together
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Archive collection reveals  
treasure trove of rural landscapes

→ PHOTOGRAPHS

T
he RSE has recently 
added an exciting 
collection of 7,000 
photographic slides, 
donated by the family 
of the late Dr Charles 
Dewar Waterston FRSE, 

to its archives. Within the collection – which 
spans 40 years from 1954 to 1994 – are a 
huge number of images of Scotland’s rural 
places, including from islands such as Eigg 
and Rum, and towns and hamlets in the  
Scottish Highlands.

These images provide a fascinating and 
nostalgic glimpse into a post-war Scotland 
on the cusp of change, full of promise 
yet on the verge of deindustrialisation. 
Dr Waterston’s images capture both new 
beginnings and things coming to an 
end, from the building of new housing 
developments in Thurso, to the abandoned 
island of St Kilda. 

Dr Waterston was a geologist who led the 
National Museum of Scotland’s Department 
of Geology, before being promoted to 
Keeper of the department in 1963. 

Many of his photographs were taken 
during his time as a lecturer for the National 
Trust for Scotland, which took him all over 
Scotland. The collection includes images 
from geological sites that he visited as part 
of project expeditions, recreationally, or  
on trips with the Edinburgh Geological 
Society. The collection also includes pictures 
from trips abroad to Europe, North America 
and Africa.

Alongside the slides are four handwritten 
notebooks, which provide an index of the 

exact dates and locations for every slide, 
allowing every image to be identified with  
a high degree of accuracy.  

Charles Waterston served as General 
Secretary to the RSE between 1986 and 
1991, publishing the book Collections in 
Context: The Museum of the Royal Society 
of Edinburgh, a biographical index of past 
RSE Fellows from 1783-2002, and a booklet 
entitled Portrait Prowl, detailing the history 
of the RSE’s portraits. A diary from his time 
as General Secretary was also donated with 
the slides, providing further insight into his 
time as a member of the RSE’s Council. 

Plans are now under way to digitise the 
complete collection to ensure the images  
can be shared more widely. It is hoped  
that the collection will serve as a fitting 
tribute to a man who contributed so much 
to our understanding of the organisation’s 
history, and the RSE is very grateful to 
Charles Waterston’s family for donating  
the collection.

Katie McDonald, Archives and Records 
Officer, Royal Society of Edinburgh
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Wigtown, 1961

Loch Shieldaig, 1981

View from Loch Alsh to Kyle and Skye, 1970

Ethie Haven, 1960

Plockton, looking towards  
Loch Carron, 1958



→ RSE RESEARCH AWARD

Investigating stereotypes  
in early years: changing 
perceptions of engineering

E
ngineering is a crucial 
industry that employs  
6.3 million people in the 
UK. This equates to 19% of 
all jobs. However, the sector 
suffers from a severe skills 
shortage and significant 

gender imbalance. Despite efforts to tackle the 
problem, stereotypes related to gender and 
engineering as a career serve to dissuade young 
people, especially girls, from considering and 
pursuing a career in engineering.  

Professor Helen Bridle was awarded an RSE 
Personal Research Fellowship – funded by the 
Scottish Funding Council – which started in 
January last year. The data collection is due to 
finish in June this year.

Professor Bridle of Heriot-Watt University 
explains that children begin forming career 
aspirations as young as four, and that at a 
similar age they are also strongly influenced  
by gender stereotypes. She adds that while 
research into early years engineering is growing, 
the studies are limited, and many questions 
remain unanswered. 

Professor Bridle said: “While we talk about 
the need to tackle stereotypes, I think we need  
to understand exactly what those stereotypes are 
to begin with and how they change with age. This 
is what will help us design better interventions.

“There are some fascinating findings around 
gender that show that younger children 

usually think that their gender is the best. 
However, when they reach five or six years 

old, children start to express that boys  
are better at science and engineering 

than girls.”
Recognising that the identification 

of harmful gender stereotypes 
in early childhood is critical to 

driving social change. Professor 
Bridle’s research investigated 

the role of stereotypes 
relating to gender, ethnicity, 

and social class, and  
how this influences 
children’s perceptions  
of engineering.

She added: “We, 
therefore, need to find 
out: where does this 

happen? How does it happen? If we know that 
a switch happens around the age of five, then we 
can ensure that children are exposed to resources 
that include a greater diversity of role models 
around the age of four.” 

During her award, she applied this method to 
measure stereotypes among three- to seven-
year-olds within Scottish schools and nurseries 
and utilising the results to design and assess 
the impact of different interventions to tackle 
negative stereotypes.

Using previous experience in creating 
research-informed school resources gained 
through an Engineering and Physical Sciences 
Research Council (EPSRC) Engagement 
Champions project she was involved in called 
Let’s Do Engineering, Professor Bridle has now 
been exploring different intervention activities. 

Her work has specifically focused on 
comparing traditional engineering activities 
– building a wind turbine, a water filter, etc. – 
with creative arts approaches such as drama, 
music, and circus skills. 

To conduct her research, Professor Bridle 
developed an app to use with the children to 
gather their responses. The hope is that the tool 
will serve as a standardised approach that can 
be used across other disciplines, such as science, 
to produce comparable results across sectors. 

Professor Bridle said that her RSE award 
offered the opportunity to look at the challenge 
from a different angle. With her background  
in engineering, Professor Bridle has been  
able to investigate an area she knows well,  
but from a psychology perspective. Moving  
from the engineering department to the  
social sciences department within the  
same university has given her the chance 
to broaden her research remit and foster 
interdepartmental collaborations. 

Looking to the future, Professor Bridle wishes 
to expand her programme, leveraging further 
funding to gather more data, which she will use 
to develop new school resources. She believes 
that tackling stereotypes in the early years will 
help children leave their career options open, 
make more informed choices, and follow their 
dreams. Her ultimate goal is for the research 
findings to inform the Scottish curriculum 
and for all young people to know that they can 
access a career in engineering if they wish to. 

Professor Helen Bridle, 
Heriot-Watt University
RSE Personal Research 
Fellowship awardee
© Ian Georgeson
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Scotland’s rural areas account 
for 98% of Scotland’s landmass 
and are home to 17% of the 
population. Those living 
in remote, rural and island 
communities face unique 
challenges when accessing 

healthcare compared to those living in urban 
areas, contributing to health inequalities and 
poorer outcomes and experience. Specific 
issues include a lack of an adequately trained 
healthcare workforce, with difficulties 
recruiting and retaining colleagues. 

The recently published annual British 
Medical Association (BMA) Scotland 
Freedom of Information request to Scotland’s 
Health Boards revealed that there are more 
than 1,000 whole-time equivalent (WTE) 
consultant vacancies across the country, many 
long term and negatively impacting the safe 
delivery of quality care.

NHS Highland, Orkney, Western Isles, 
Dumfries and Galloway and Grampian all had 
upwards of 50% of consultant appointment 
panels cancelled in 2023, according to data 
from the Scottish Academy of Medical Royal 
Colleges. Of panels cancelled, 91% across 
Scotland (234/257) were for applicant 
reasons: there was no applicant, no suitable 
applicant or the applicant withdrew. 

Furthermore, in the context of a stretched 
primary care service, the highest GP vacancy 
rates in Scotland occur in the most remote 
and rural NHS health boards. Numbers 
of GPs continue to steadily decrease, and 
research suggests that 39% of GPs in the 
UK are likely to leave the profession in the 
next five years. Practising remote and rural 
medicine is challenging. Compared to their 
urban counterparts, doctors practising in 
remote and rural locations may be described 
as ‘extended generalists’. They provide a 
wider range of clinical service, sustain heavy 
workloads and carry high levels of clinical 

responsibility, all in relative professional 
isolation. A major barrier for doctors taking 
up posts has been the lack of an appropriate 
framework to describe the skills, knowledge 
and behaviours required to deliver urgent 
and unscheduled care in remote and rural 
contexts. Doctors practising autonomously 
in the UK are required to be on the General 
Medical Council (GMC) Specialist Register. 
Existing postgraduate training curricula do 
not equip doctors with the wide range of skills 
required to deliver safe and timely urgent and 
unscheduled care in remote and rural contexts 
across the breadth of potential presentations. 

In 2019, the GMC agreed an innovative 
credential process to formally recognise a 
doctor’s expertise in specific areas of practice 
outside of standard training curricula. The 
following year, work began in NHS Education 
for Scotland (NES) on the development of 
a credential in Rural and Remote Health 
focusing on unscheduled and urgent care. 
This was approved in 2023. The curriculum 
provides a training framework for the 
competences to recognise, stabilise and 
manage an acutely unwell patient.

The credential in Rural and Remote 
Healthcare was the first in the UK to make 
recommendations to the GMC for award 
in September 2024. Seven doctors, already 
working within the scope of practice of the 
credential, worked with the NES team to 
assure robust assessment processes and 
educational governance. An external panel 
with representation from across the UK 
assessed the evidence presented by the 
doctors before making their recommendation 
to the GMC. This pioneering work assures 
a credential that serves the requirements of 
doctors, employers and the communities they 
care for. 

Initial evaluation, including informal 
interviews with doctors doing the credential 
work, has found that it provides a consistent 

approach to training an ‘extended generalist’, 
which improves workforce stability. 

It also supports flexible career 
development, reassures communities that 
they can expect high quality care wherever 
they are, and establishes remote and rural 
healthcare as a valid career path. What  
has already been learned from this is  
that stakeholder engagement is critical  
to developing new curricula, which is a 
complex process.

By promoting and supporting Rural 
and Remote Healthcare as a specialty 
in its own right and providing a robust 
training framework underpinned by quality 
assurance frameworks, NES seeks to improve 
recruitment, retention and development 
of colleagues and thereby improve access 
to high-quality care for all, regardless of 
geography. Formal qualitative review led by 
NES and the University of Aberdeen will 
begin this year.
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The issues facing healthcare 
in Scotland’s rural areas 

Providing the right services for our remote population is a challenge
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