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Summary 

 
The research project was undertaken to investigate factors which might contribute to 

sustaining or strengthening small-scale agriculture as a part of resilient rural communities in 

west coast Scotland and Norway.  The reasons for an increasing concern at government level 

about food security, as part of the multifunctionality of agriculture, are discussed as a 

background to the study.  Case-study areas were identified in each country, Trotternish in 

Skye, which is mainly under crofting tenure, and Askvoll, in Sogn og Fjordane on the west 

coast of Norway where owner-occupied farms are of a similar size to the Trotternish crofts.  

These case-study areas were examined through statistics, to determine the extent of changes 

in agricultural practice since 1970, and this was then compared with the impressions from 

small-scale farmers from the two areas, to try to unravel the complex combinations of 

factors which had produced these changes.  Factors examined included land tenure systems, 

governance at local, national and international level, agricultural policy, and traditional, 

cultural, social and communal practices.  The role of social capital was considered in 

relation to the various types of cooperative working which occur in each study-area.  

Diversification as a strategy for increasing viability was considered as were the prospects for 

the next generation.  Findings include the small part played by land ownership in land-use 

decisions in these areas, due to the particular security of crofting tenure and the regulation of 

farm purchase in Norway; that the closeness of local governance to communities has only a 

small effect on agriculture and that tradition plays a part in the continuation of small-scale 

agriculture, particularly in Trotternish. The thesis concludes that communal practices show 

particular strengths in various types of social capital and that agricultural policy-makers 

should consult more closely with small-scale farmers and address support to these strengths.  
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GLOSSARY 
 

Scotland 

assignation – the process, regulated by the Crofters Commission, whereby a croft is passed 

on to a successor 

common grazing(s) - area of grazing land used by a number of crofters who hold shares in 

that land 

corn - oats 

croft - a smallholding, subject to the Crofting Acts (which apply in the counties of Argyll, 

Inverness, Ross & Cromarty, Sutherland, Caithness, Orkney and Shetland), and recorded 

in the Crofters Commission Register of Crofts.  Crofts are usually grouped in townships 

with a common grazing. 

Crofters Commission - the government appointed body which regulates crofting 

dash – a long stack of hay 

decrofting – the process by which a crofter may, with approval from the Scottish Land 

Court, take land out of crofting tenure 

decoupling – removing the connection between a grant and production 

headage grant - a grant paid out according to the number (head) of animals 

fank – a set of pens for handling sheep 

like economic status – a measure of a smallholder‘s income, which, for the purpose of 

grants, is   deemed to be equivalent to that of a crofter  

silage – a method of conserving grass (or other vegetation) by cutting it and compressing it 

to exclude air. 

stot – (or bullock)  a castrated male ox 

souming - number and type of stock an individual croft can graze on a common grazings 

township – a group of crofts with shares in a common grazing 

tupping – putting rams with the ewes for mating 

wether -  a castrated male sheep 

wintering – fodder required for feeding a grazing animal over the winter 

yeld – a ewe that is not carrying a lamb 

 

Norway 

Bo og driveplikt (living and working requirement) – a duty on the part of an incoming 

farmer to live on the farm and work it. 

Dalesau – a Norwegian breed of lowland sheep 

fallerett (fall right)  - a legal right to benefit from the sale of electricity from falling water 

forage harvester – an agricultural implement used to cut grass and blow it into a trailer 

fritak – exemption from e.g. from the living and working requirement 

fylke – the higher level of local government in Norway, often translated as ―county‖ 

hesj, pl hesjer – a temporary fence of poles and wire used to dry hay 

Lov om Odelsretten (Udal law) -  a Norwegian law aimed at keeping a farm in the same 

family 



11 
 

kommune (municipality) – the lowest level of local government in Norway.  There are 460 

kommunes in the country with an average population of 5,000  

Kommunal Næringsfondet (Municipal Business Fund) – a fund offering grant support for 

small business 

Konsesjonsloven (The Concession Law) - a Norwegian law regulating the sale of farms, 

aimed at maintaining the area of agricultural land 

Omsetningsloven (the Marketing Law) – a law which gave co-operatives the right to charge 

a levy on sales for the purposes of marketing 

samdrift -  a joint business 

seter (sheiling) – summer grazing, usually some distance from a farm, also accommodation 

associated with that grazing 

spelesau – a Norwegian breed of hill sheep 

stortingsmelding – parliamentary white paper 

 

 

Acronyms 

CCAGS - Crofting Counties Agricultural Grant Scheme 

DAFS - Department of Agriculture and Fisheries for Scotland 

EEA - European Economic Area 

HIDB - Highlands and Islands Development Board 

HIE - Highlands and Islands Enterprise 

IACS – Integrated Administration and Control System 

NBS - Norsk Bonde og Småbrukerlag (Norwegian Smallholders‘ Association) 

NFUS - National Farmers Union of Scotland 

NVA - Nacionale Vitae Activa (an arts organisation based in Glasgow) 

RSPB – Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 

SALE - Skye and Lochalsh Local Enterprise Company 

SEERAD - Scottish Executive Environment and Rural Affairs Department  

SCF - Scottish Crofting Foundation (previously known as Scottish Crofters Union, 

 and now known as the Scottish Crofting Federation) 

SEPA - Scottish Environmental Protection Agency 

SGRIPD - Scottish Government Rural Inspection and Payment Directorate.  This is part of 

 the Environment Directorate which replaced SEERAD in 2007 

SNH – Scottish Natural Heritage 
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1 PROJECT AIMS AND JUSTIFICATION 

 

This research project was undertaken to investigate factors which might contribute to 

sustaining or strengthening small-scale agriculture as a part of resilient rural communities on 

the Atlantic coast of North West Europe.  The aim was to compare small-scale agricultural 

practices in west coast communities in Scotland and Norway, to determine the extent to 

which they had changed since 1970 and to try to unravel the complex combinations of 

factors, particularly land tenure systems, local democratic processes and traditional, cultural, 

social and communal practices which might have an impact on small-scale agriculture in 

these peripheral communities. 

 

1.1 The importance of food 

Before considering the stated project aims, it is important to first establish whether, and 

why, it should be considered of importance to understand what factors might affect land-use 

decisions and thus affect the sustainability or resilience of small-scale agriculture.  In order 

to do this, we can ask the question - would it be a matter of any concern whether small-scale 

agriculture continues or ceases?   

 

While it might be assumed that the continuation of small-scale agriculture would be of 

benefit mainly to rural areas, in order to fully assess its impact, it is necessary to also 

consider it within the context of wider national and global issues.  

 

Policy makers and governments have made much of the fact, in the latter part of the 20
th

 

century, that agriculture has become a much less significant part of the rural economy.  For 
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example, a recent report from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) stated:  

 

…the share of primary agriculture in employment is low and decreasing, and the 

extent to which agricultural policies can foster general economic development in 

rural areas is often limited.       (OECD 2010) 

 

In terms of contribution to GDP this is undoubtedly true, as statistics produced by the World 

Bank Development Data Group demonstrate:  

  

Fig 1: Percentage GDP from agriculture (World Bank Development Data Group 2008) 

 

However agriculture is still the source of the food supply, on which all humanity depends, 

and as such, in terms of food security and food quality, its role is undiminished.  

Government policies and trade agreements though have tended to ignore and even 

undermine this role.  

 

Since the globalisation and industrialisation of the food economy began to gather pace in the 

1960s food has become a commodity traded on global markets where prices are volatile and 

consignments of grain, milk or meat are increasingly shipped around the world to wherever 

the best price can be obtained (Norberg-Hodge et al 2002).  Agriculture has become more 

specialised, more capital intensive and more dependent on technology.  This process has 

undermined local production such that agriculture is now only a very small part of the local 

economy in most developed countries.   
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Furthermore, although food is now available relatively much more cheaply, in relative 

terms, than it used to be, it comes at a cost, as explained by Professor Jules Pretty of Essex 

University.  He recently led a study entitled ―An Assessment of the total external costs of 

UK Agriculture‖ which calculated the environmental and health costs to UK society caused 

by modern agriculture.  These costs include (for 1996): contamination of drinking water 

with pesticides (£120 million per year), nitrate (£16m), Cryptosporidium (£23m) and 

phosphate and soil (£55m), damage to wildlife, habitats, hedgerows and drystone walls 

(£125m), emissions of gases (£1113m), soil erosion and organic carbon losses (£106m), 

food poisoning (£169m), and BSE (£607m) (Pretty el al 2000)  This assessment however, 

only considered externalities which incurred a financial cost.  Jules Pretty has argued in his 

book The Living Land: agriculture, food and community regeneration in rural Europe 

(1998) that there are other costs which are difficult to quantify :  

 

The state of both natural resources and rural societies is vital for our welfare and 

economic growth.  However as soils become depleted or erode, water is polluted, 

habitats lost ....and as trust falls, social institutions are rendered ineffective, and 

reciprocity and exchange mechanics lost, so it is increasingly difficult to sustain 

vibrant farming and rural communities.  

 (Pretty, 1998: 1).  

 

 These problems have, until recently, been virtually ignored by most governments, when 

signing up to a series of trade agreements which started at the Bretton Woods conference in 

1944 when the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the General 

Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT) were set up.  World Bank projects have created the 

infrastructure required for a global trading system, the IMF has worked to make every 

national economy conform to the aim of unrestricted economic growth, and the GATT, and 

its successor the World Trade Organisation (WTO) has gradually reduced tariffs between 

countries, leaving every nation dependent on long distance trade (Norberg-Hodge et al 

2002). 

 

The volatility of farm production prices, as a result of food becoming a commodity, was 

discussed by  Jan Douwe Van der Ploeg in a recent paper: 
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The unprecedented price increases of the first half of 2008, and the extremely low 

prices that followed, are expressions of a far wider and far more persistent 

underlying crisis, which has been germinating for more than a decade. It is the 

complex outcome of several combined processes, including the industrialization of 

agriculture, the liberalization of food and agricultural markets and the rise of food 

empires. 

       (Van der Ploeg 2010: 98) 
 

The inability of small scale producers to affect the price of their product in conventional 

food systems has been described by various researchers.  The majority of this research refers 

to the third world, rather than to small scale farmers in Europe, however many of the 

arguments are equally applicable in a European context.   For example Van der Meer (2006) 

explains that it is difficult for small-scale farmers to deal with the large and complex food 

distribution networks associated with supermarket chains, or what Ploeg refers to as ―food 

empires‖: 

   

 Quantities of product are small and heterogeneous in quality, supply can be 

haphazard and bulking-up of volume into a steady stream of product of constant 

quality difficult to realize. These are serious problems for serving high-end modern 

supply chains 

        (Van der Meer 2006: 213) 

 

However a ground swell of resistance to these global changes in agriculture and food trading 

has been gathering momentum.  Following various food safety scares such as salmonella, 

listeria, bovine spongiform encephalitis (BSE) and e. coli, consumers are becoming more 

concerned to know where their food comes from and a growing interest in the environment 

coupled with perceived health benefits of organic production has increased the demand for 

organic food.  New local food systems such as farmers‘ markets and community supported 

agriculture schemes have burgeoned as producers attempt to satisfy this new demand 

(Maxey 2006; Norberg-Hodge 2002; others). 

 

In the last ten years there has been an increase in research into ―contemporary food 

geographies‖, including the interest in novelty foods, the rising sales of convenience food 

and locally produced foods.  There has also been an expansion of research into alternative 
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food systems as mentioned above (Maxey 2006: 232)  and many writers have seen shorter 

more localised food supply chains as desirable (eg Douthwaite 1996). 

 

1.2 Food Security 

Along with concerns about the quality of food, concerns about people having a sufficiency 

of food have been raised by European governments since the shortages during and after the 

Second World War.  The industrialisation and specialisation mentioned above began as part 

of a drive to raise food production and this has been achieved to such an extent that food 

security has apparently been achieved, according to the definition by the Food and 

Agriculture Organisation:  

 

Food security is a situation that exists when all people, at all times, have a physical, 

social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their 

dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life.  

          (FAO 2001: 2.1)  
  

 However governments have begun to realise how vulnerable this security is, since crises 

can occur which disrupt food supplies.  For countries which are dependent on food imports, 

warfare, unstable world markets or trade sanctions could and can have a major effect on 

food security.  Environmental disasters such as global warming, radioactive fallout, 

invasions of alien species and outbreaks of disease can have sudden and sometimes 

catastrophic effects on food supply.  Concerns about the state of agriculture and food have 

moved from being the preserve of a committed minority to being widely researched, written 

about and publicised.   

 

A recent example is a major report Agriculture at a Crossroads (Herren HR et al (eds) 

2009), which was the result of a global consultative process, the International Assessment of 

Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development (IAASTD) which was 

initiated by the United Nations, the World Bank and the World Health Organisation.  The 

report incorporated the work of 400 scientists, selected by an international team of 30 

government and 30 civil society representatives, and calls for major changes in world 

farming systems.   It catalogues what the team considers the failures of industrial, energy 
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intensive farming which has led to rising food prices, widespread hunger, social inequality 

and environmental disaster.   

 

We are now in a good position to reflect on these consequences and to outline 

various policy options to meet the challenges ahead, perhaps best characterised as 

the need for food and livelihood security under increasingly constrained 

environmental conditions from within and outside the realm of agriculture and 

globalised economic systems.  

(Herren et al 2009: 3) 
 

1.3 Food Sovereignty 

While food security refers to the situation where individuals are sufficiently fed, an 

associated concept, food sovereignty, goes further that this to define where that food comes 

from and how it is produced.  The term was first used by the international small farmers‘ 

organization Via Campesina and was extensively debated at a Forum for Food Sovereignty 

in Mali in 2007.  This forum adopted the ‗Nyéléni Declaration‘ which states: 

 

Food sovereignty is the right of peoples to define their own food and agriculture; to 

protect and regulate domestic agricultural production and trade in order to achieve 

sustainable development objectives; to determine the extent to which they want to 

be self reliant; to restrict the dumping of products in their markets; ....Food 

sovereignty does not negate trade, but rather, it promotes the formulation of trade 

policies and practices that serve the rights of peoples to safe, healthy and 

ecologically sustainable production.  

(Forum for Food Sovereignty 2007) 
 

The IAASTD assesses the dangers of the present systems of food trade and distribution, 

stating:  

 

As food passes through a multitude of handlers and middlemen over an extended 

period of time through the food production, processing storage and distribution 

chains, control has become difficult, increasing the risks of exposing food to 

contamination.   

(Herren et al 2009: 54) 
 

These dangers have also been recognised by some national governments for instance in 

Norway: ―[A]gricultural policy emphasises decentralisation and a varied farm structure.  

This is seen as being important for both food security and food safety.‖  (Heie 2003: 3).  
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Food security, then, is becoming an important part of the agenda in discussions at policy 

level.  

 

1.4 Importance of small scale agriculture to achieve this 

Various studies have shown that good, safe, food, produced without damaging the 

environment, at a fair price to the producer, is much more easily achieved when farms are 

small.   Various studies have shown that smaller farms produce more per unit area than 

larger farms.  Peter M Rosset of the ―Food First‖ Institute for Food and Development Policy 

prepared a policy brief for "Cultivating Our Futures" the FAO Conference on the 

Multifunctional Character of Agriculture and Land held in Maastricht, The Netherlands in 

1999, which demonstrates that small farms are more productive, more efficient and 

contribute more to economic development than large farms (Rosset 1999).  In addition, 

smaller farms provide many other benefits, as Jules Pretty details in The Living Land:  

 

...small farms provide other benefits to society:  they employ more people than 

larger farms.  In the UK, farms under 40ha provide five times the per hectare 

employment that those over 200ha.  Small farms contribute to both rural social 

capital and natural capital.  Their greater on-farm diversity maintains both plant and 

animal biodiversity; they are more efficient users of energy, they are better at 

preserving and enhancing landscape and wildlife.  They tend to have a better record 

with animal welfare. 

         (Pretty 1998: 25) 

 

This message is increasingly being recognised by those in authority.  The United Nations 

Environment Programme ―Agenda 21‖ produced at the UN Conference on Environment and 

Development in 1992 has a section on ―Strengthening the role of Farmers‖ which includes a 

list of objectives, one of these reads:   

 

To introduce or strengthen policies that would encourage self-sufficiency in low-

input and low-energy technologies, including indigenous practices, and pricing 

mechanisms that internalize environmental costs. 

 (Agenda 21 – 32.6d) 

 

Low-input and low-energy technologies must necessarily be on a small scale for the inputs 

and energy use to be kept low. 
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The importance of small scale agriculture has also been recognised in the IAAKST report 

mentioned above; in fact the main message of the report is that small-scale farmers using 

sustainable methods are the way forward in solving the current crises in agriculture and rural 

communities: 

 

Though the productivity per unit of land and per unit of energy use is much higher 

in these small and diversified farms than the large intensive farming systems in 

irrigated areas, they continue to be neglected by formal agricultural knowledge, 

science and technology.       

       (Herren et al 2009: 22) 

And, 

Formal AKST needs to be informed by knowledge about farmers‘ conditions, 

opportunities and needs, and by participatory methodologies that can empower 

small-scale producers.  The development of more sustainable low input practices to 

improve soil, nutrient and water management will be particularly critical for 

communities with limited access to markets.  

       (Herren et al 2009: 27) 

 

More and more politicians are also taking notice, for instance the Financial Times reported 

on 7 March 2001 that Margareta Winberg, the Swedish agriculture minister who was at the 

time president of the EU Farm Council, was recommending that Europe should move away 

from intensive farming and strengthen legislation to encourage small-scale environmentally 

friendly organic farming.  

 

But how do we define small scale? In a paper entitled Small farms in the EU, How small is 

small?  Carmen Hubbard considers three ways of defining smallness:   

 area, measured in hectares,  

 economic size, measured in Economic Size Units (ESU)
1
,  

 labour input, measured in Annual Work Units (AWU) 
2
.   

                                            
1
  European size unit, abbreviated as ESU, is a standard gross margin of EUR 1 200 that is 

used to express the economic size of a farm. (EC Eurostat 2010) 

 For each activity (or 'enterprise') on a farm (dairy cows , suckler cows or sheep), the 
standard gross margin (SGM) is estimated based on the number of head of livestock and a regional 
coefficient. The sum of all such margins derived from activities on a particular farm is its economic 
size, which is then expressed in European size units (by dividing the total SGM in euro by 1200, thus 
converting it to ESU)  

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Glossary:Standard_gross_margin_(SGM)
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Glossary:Dairy_cow
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She concludes that a ―cursory examination of the three alternative measures ... supports a 

fairly close match [between the three measures]‖ implying that it may not be important 

which measure is chosen (Hubbard 2009: 10).  The paper focuses on farms of less than 

10ha, 8 ESU and 2AWU, which includes around three quarters of all farms in the European 

Union, which however cover only 15% of the total agricultural area.  The paper does not 

reach any decision as to where the line should be drawn between small and large farms, 

suggesting that ―the need for a clearer definition of small should be on the agenda of policy 

makers‖(Hubbard 2009: 11).  Some of the crofts and farms in the study described in this 

thesis are larger than 10ha, but most are probably under 8 ESU and certainly with a labour 

input of under 2 AWU, so can reasonably be regarded as ―small‖. 

 

1.5 Importance of small-scale agriculture in sustaining rural communities 

Many studies have documented the decline of communities as agriculture becomes less 

financially successful.   For instance a study for the European Network for Endogenous 

Development of Abruzzo, a region in the Apennine Mountains in Italy begins with a 

description of how the region, which used to be a wool-producing centre, went in to decline. 

 

In the 1960s and 1970s wool production went to countries with cheap labour, 

agricultural modernisation led to more intensive use of pastures, resulting in severe 

degradation.  Biodiversity decreased and the landscape became less attractive for 

tourism...The regional economy was weakened and a process of out-migration 

started. 

(de Rooij 2005: 30) 

 

The study documents local initiatives to rebuild the region‘s agriculture and communities 

using human resources which ―include labour, knowledge, skills and cultural heritage, local 

traditions and expertise and the newly created co-operation between farmers‖ (de Rooij 

2005: 31).  This is necessarily at a small – human scale.   As Larch Maxey describes ―More 

localised food networks offer exciting possibilities‖.  These ―possibilities‖ include ―greater 

                                                                                                                                      
2
  One annual work unit, abbreviated as AWU, corresponds to the work performed by one 

person who is occupied on an agricultural holding on a full-time basis. (EC Eurostat 2010)  

 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Glossary:Agricultural_holding
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food democracy, reduced environmental impact, healthier food and circulating food more 

efficiently within local economies‖ (Maxey 2006: 233)  

 

According to de Rooij this is borne out in Abruzzo, where 15 new jobs for skilled producers 

based on cheese making have been created in a village of 300 people.   

 

Young people no longer turn their backs on the countryside as farming has once 

more become a profitable and attractive activity.  The financial success, the 

increased social status of the producers of the region-specific quality foods, and the 

social identity linked to participation in the networks seems to appeal to them.  

        (de Rooij 2005: 33) 
 

More evidence for the importance of small-scale agriculture in sustaining rural communities 

is offered in a series of studies of out-migration and in-migration in peripheral areas of 

Norway by Vangsgraven and Jervell of the Norwegian Agricultural Economics Institute.  

They have looked at the role of agriculture on settlement levels in different areas.  

According to their results, a structure of small holdings can be a positive factor for the return 

of young people to rural areas.   Available work away from the farm is an added attraction, 

as are ties through family and upbringing.  Following this type of thinking, rural 

development funds were established in Norway and have replaced some of the purely 

agricultural investment funds, yet they still only comprise 2-3% of the total agricultural 

budget. (Jervell & Vangsgraven 1997).  However it should also be noted that district policy 

has been a part of Norwegian government thinking since the 1960s when ―Equal service 

provision in all parts of the country became a permanent policy goal‖ and from the 1970s 

this was extended to ―an explicit goal about keeping up the settlement pattern‖ (Norwegian 

Ministry of Local Government and Regional Development 2007). 

 

The IAASTD report recognises the link between a thriving small-scale agriculture and a 

thriving community.  Their ―development and sustainability goals‖ include:   

...the improvement of rural livelihoods and human health and facilitating equitable, 

socially, environmentally and economically sustainable development.  Realising 

these goals requires acknowledging the multifunctionality of agriculture.   

       (Herren et al 2009: vii) 
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Similar concepts have been outlined at by the OECD and used at World Trade Organisation 

negotiations (OECD 1998) 

 

The benefits of agriculture in addition to its primary role of producing food and fibre, have 

been described at the World Trade Organisation negotiations, as ―non-trade concerns‖  

which are also very similar to the economic concepts ‖public goods‖ and ‖positive and 

negative externalities‖.   Many governments taking part in the WTO negotiations, where the 

aims are progressive reduction in agricultural support, place substantial emphasis on these 

non-trade concerns or multifunctionality (Prestegard and Hegrenes 2000: 2), in other words, 

the extent to which agriculture can make a positive contribution to food security, culture, 

landscape, biodiversity health, and strengthening communities. 

 

An economic reason for a community to produce a large part of its own food is discussed by 

Richard Douthwaite in the book Short Circuit: 

 

 It is that any community which depends for its survival on buying its food from the 

outside world has to be able to sell enough of whatever it produces year after year 

to the outside world to earn the money to do so. This means the community being 

permanently exposed to the risks involved in selling its products on extremely 

unstable markets in the face of fierce competition from thousands of other 

producers all over the globe. Moreover, because it will starve without an income, it 

cannot refuse to sell its goods even if the prices offered for them are ridiculously 

low. It also has no control over the prices it pays for the goods it needs. In other 

words, the exchange rate between the goods it supplies and the food and the other 

necessities it brings in are fixed externally and the international trading system 

determines the level at which the community's members live. They are dependent 

on, and hence at the mercy of, outside forces in the most fundamental and 

intractable way.          

       (Douthwaite 1996: 6 1)  

 

If we are to understand whether small scale agriculture has a role in helping to  sustain rural 

communities, we should consider first what is understood by the terms ‗rural‘, ‗community‘, 

‗sustainable‘, ‗resilient‘ and ‗peripheral‘.  It is also useful at this point to consider whether, 

or to what extent cultural factors, particularly community and social networks, have an 

effect on small scale agriculture, it is also useful to consider what is meant by the term 

‗social capital‘.  
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1.6 Terminology 

 

1.6.1 Rural 

This term has been much debated as, although "urban" can be defined using population size 

and building density (eg Hoggart et al 1995), the concept of rurality varies.  It is often 

defined as an administrative area where population falls below certain thresholds, these 

thresholds varying hugely from 100 in Ireland to 10,000 in Italy and Spain where 

agricultural populations live in large clusters.  Countries with large mountainous areas (eg 

Greece) tend to define rural areas as those with a certain level of population density, 

implicitly distinguishing productive occupied "rural" areas from non-productive unoccupied 

areas (Hoggart et al 1995).  This is similar to the Norwegian concept of the bygd which in 

normal parlance is a spread-out community where there is some kind of interaction between 

inhabitants.  According to Reidar Almås in his book Bygdeutvikling (1995), Bygdesosiologi 

is the only usable Norwegian translation of "Rural Sociology".  Almås defines a bygd 

according to what he calls its "rural dimension", which is a combination of four factors: 

  

i) population density 

ii) distance from economic/administrative centre 

iii)  proportion of employment in primary industries 

iv) proportion of self-employment   

        (Almås 1995: 25) 

 

Hoggart et al conclude that the only definition of "rural" which is sustainable across 

different countries is that of population density - the idea of "open country areas punctuated 

by periodic settlements".  They note, however that this population density is relative and add 

"lack of access to major urban centres‖ (Hoggart et al 1995: 31).  It is interesting and 

perhaps significant that few definitions of ―rural‖ include reference to agriculture, (except 

that of Almås who takes ―proportion of employment in primary industries‖ as a factor) 

although agriculture probably plays a large part in the public perception as to what ‗rural‘ 

consists of. 
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1.6.2 Community 

Many definitions of community have been suggested, from Tonnies work, Gemeinschaft and 

Gesellschaft (1988) where he distinguished Gemeinschaft as tightly knit community and 

Gesellschaft (society) where individuals come together for reasons of self-interest, to 

various more recent suggestions such as communities of practice describing groups who 

engage in a process of collective learning (Wenger 2006 ). 

 

John Bryden (1994, introduction) suggests that there have been two main interpretations 

from sociology: 

 

i) Communities of interest  

ii) Physical or social communities such as villages or islands which are 

generally assumed to have shared interests 

 

He suggests a third interpretation, to be more appropriate in the discussion of rural 

development: that of a "local social system", ie an interdependent and interconnected 

network where there may be conflicts of interest as well as harmony. This third 

interpretation seems more appropriate in today‘s world which is steadily more 

interconnected economically, socially and ecologically.  These communities as systems are 

however located in physically defined areas, as the case-study areas include a number of 

villages and townships (or bygder) which thus share a geographical environment.  
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1.6.3 Sustainability 

This concept has raised a great deal of discussion since it was publicised in the term 

"sustainable development" in the Brundtland report Our Common Future (1987).  The 

concept of sustainability was originally concerned with husbandry and with the continuing 

utilisation of natural resources - what might be termed ecological sustainablity.  This, as I 

argued in the introduction is at the basis of human survival, and leads to further definitions: 

 

Smit and Brkacich (1989) suggest there are three possible meanings of sustainability relating 

to the agriculture-food system: 

 

i) As food sufficiency over the long term, implies maintenance of quality and 

quantity in agricultural land 

ii) As stewardship of rural resources 

iii) Community sustainability or promotion of good social and economic 

conditions in rural areas to allow farmers to maintain food production over 

the long term 

 

All three meanings would need to be part of a true sustainability.  Point (i) is obviously 

essential for the survival of the population, point (ii) for a lasting sustainability, and point 

(iii) states that social and cultural sustainability is required for farmers to deliver the food 

sufficiency in (i).  This implies, therefore, that the sustainability of resources, food 

production, community and culture are interlinked, which is in fact implied in the 

Brundtland report. 

 

A sustainable community must not, according to the Brundtland report, compromise the well 

being of future generations.  The Report also states that, in today's complex and 

interdependent world, it must not compromise the ability of other such communities to meet 

their own needs.  As Bryden (1994) concludes:   

 

A sustainable rural community must have a capacity to reproduce and evolve 

economically, socially, culturally and ecologically without detracting from the 

possibility of such reproduction for other communities. 

       (Bryden 1994: 50) 
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1.6.4 Peripherality 
 

Peripherality can be defined in at least two ways: i) geographically, as distance or travelling 

time from centres of population, or ii) perception by residents that they are distant from or 

close to centres. 

 

The first definition has been used by public bodies, for instance a study Towards a 

Development Strategy for Rural Scotland produced by the Scottish Office (1995) identified 

peripherality by low population density and time required to drive (personal and freight 

transport) to major population centres.  A study of three peripheral regions of the UK by 

Philip et al (2000) suggested five main elements of peripherality: peripherality to main 

transport networks; to main urban centres; to political decision making; to economic 

opportunities and to social opportunities  

 

Copus (1999) in his study into peripherality indicators (1999) argues that peripherality can 

be seen as an inverse function of accessibility which is itself the main product of the 

transport system.  However ―the distant geographical position of peripheral regions cannot 

be fully removed by transport infrastructure improvements.‖ The second definition is 

subjective, as described by Milne (1997), ―What is central and what is marginal is really very 

much a state of mind.‖  Torill Meistad in a Rural Transfer Network ―Dossier‖ points out how 

perceptions can overcome physical indicators, by creating a strong local identity ―The 

difference between the statistical operative definition and the subjective identity has a 

powerful psychological effect. While statistics give associations of the municipality as 

economically ―undeveloped‖, the local identity gives a picture of each single municipality 

being the centre of whatever is important for the inhabitants (Meistad 2001).   Milne concurs, 

pointing out the effect of globalisation through the advances in communications ―so-called 

patterns of centre-periphery are not fixed, but are perpetually being reconstructed by a host 

of mobile, footloose economic actors in a porous, multi-level complex and competitive 

political environment‖ (Milne 1997).  Thus peripherality, though at first sight a simple 

concept relating to distance from centres, can be reduced by communications technology and 

also by subjective identity.  It is this combination of distance and perception which is 

considered as peripherality in this thesis. 

 

1.6.5 Resilience 

The concept of resilience is usually used about ecological systems, though it can equally be 

applied to social and economic systems.  Resilience originally referred to the property of 
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materials to return to their original shape after deflection.  Referring to systems it was 

defined by Holling (1973) as ―the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganize 

while undergoing change so as to still retain essentially the same function, structure, identity, 

and feedback‖.  

Folke et al (2002) extended this to argue that: 

 

...resilience for social-ecological systems is related to i) the magnitude of shock that 

the system can absorb and remain within a given state ii) the degree to which the 

system is capable of self organisation iii) the degree to which the system can build 

capacity for learning and adaptation.  

       (Folke et al 2002: 7) 

   
They also state that the ability to absorb shocks is associated with diversity of all kinds, 

whether of species in ecological systems or of variety of social and economic opportunities 

in communities. 

 

It seems clear that resilient communities are capable of recovering from economic, social or 

environmental change and that diversity strengthens this capability by providing a base of 

resources and skills.  Allen (2006) suggests that ―a high level of social capital means that 

[resilient communities] have access to good information and communication networks in 

times of difficulty, and can call upon a wide range of resources‖ (Allen 2006). 

Resilience is therefore a useful concept to consider along with social capital. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.6.6 Social capital 

There seems to be general agreement that informal and formal social networks are essential 

for effective community development, and this would seem to be particularly relevant to 

small rural communities in peripheral areas.  The idea of social capital has been described by 

Coleman (1988) and Putnam (1993), as bringing together two broad intellectual streams 
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from a) sociology - actions governed by social norms and obligations, and from b) economic 

actions governed by self interest, maximising utility.  Falk and Kilpatrick (2000: 103) 

propose a definition of social capital as "the product of social interactions with potential to 

contribute to the social, civic or economic well-being of a community-of-common-purpose."  

They identify the need for research into the building of social capital.  Similarly, 

Granovetter (1985) talks of "embeddedness" - economic actions are "clearly embedded in 

networks of interpersonal relations.‖  At the local level these relations could be between 

friends, neighbours, or relatives.  In a wider context, it is organisations, networks and 

institutions i.e. the "civil community" which "embeds" the economy.  Almås (1995) 

considers that Marsden's theories on ―Actors in context‖ (Marsden 1993) is well suited to 

developing models of the way different types of network form in the business community.  

This is done by analysing formal and informal contact between actors – i.e. relationships 

between producer-consumer, producer-wholesaler, and technological, advisory or political 

relationships, and then showing how these contacts are woven into a network.   

 

 Bridger and Luloff (1999) advocate an "interactional" approach between different social 

fields to ensure democratic participation in local decision making.  This approach involves 

delineating the social fields that comprise a community, and their roles in decision making, 

then the creation of a "dense network of linkages"   This could be difficult to achieve 

practically.  The Dùthchas Project, working in Trotternish as well as two other districts of 

North west Scotland 1998-2001 set out to "pilot an affordable, transferable process and 

frameworks for addressing sustainable development and integrated land management in 

peripheral rural areas" (Dùthchas 2001).  Innovative participatory methods were used to 

involve 20% percent of the local population along with public and other agencies.   However 

as the project concentrated on the process, three years was not long enough to show much in 

the way of results. 

 

Regarding the role of agriculture, Van der Ploeg et al (2000) take it as central that ―rural 

development can be constructed very effectively using the innovativeness and 

entrepreneurial skills present in the agricultural sector itself".  They also stress synergy: 

"Particularly important are the (potential) synergies between local and regional ecosystems, 

specific farm styles, specific goods and services, localised food-chains and specific social 
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carriers and movements".   Jules Pretty in Agri-Culture, (2002: 156) argues that the depth of 

knowledge which farmers have about ―the bio-physical complexity of their land‖ enables 

them, through agricultural social capital, to experiment, innovate and adapt their farming 

practices.  He describes this as ―social learning‖ and links it to rapid exchange of ideas and 

―farmers experimenting in groups‖.  He also describes the importance of commonly held 

land, which he equates with natural resource management.  He comments on common 

property resources that: 

 

A key feature is that they are interdependent systems in which individual actions 

affect the whole system.  If these actions are coordinated, then individuals will 

enjoy higher benefits (or reduced harm) when compared with acting alone. 

        (Pretty, 2002:157) 
 

An understanding of common land and the part it might play in sustaining small-scale 

agriculture is relevant to this study as both the crofting areas of Scotland and also much of 

Norway have a system of common grazing land. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.7 Conclusion 

Given these arguments for small-scale, multifunctional agriculture and local production, it 

would be worthwhile to consider what keeps small-scale agriculture going, why farmers or 

crofters make decisions about land-use and to what extent these decisions contribute to 

sustaining rural communities, particularly peripheral communities in areas with a history of 
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de-population and a declining primary sector.  It appears that different areas within the same 

country and particularly within different countries show different levels of activity in 

agriculture.  Therefore a comparative study would be useful in examining small-scale 

agriculture within peripheral areas in two countries which share as many advantages and 

disadvantages as possible.  The aim of the study therefore was to identify areas with similar 

land capability, climate, distance from markets, population levels and similar sizes of land 

holdings, but which appear to have developed very different styles of agriculture, and then 

to examine the reasons for these differences.  The factors chosen which might have an 

impact on any differences between the two areas are: land ownership, governance and 

decision-making, impressions of, and agricultural factors resulting in change, cultural 

factors, diversification and whether there exists confidence in the future with regards to 

young people taking over agricultural holdings. 
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2. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 

When considering the design of the project, the first question was to decide which 

geographic areas would be most profitable to study.  This was clearly geographically self-

limiting as the study had to be based in places where small-scale agriculture is endemic, 

such as peripheral areas of North West Europe.   

 

In order to try and explore factors which might affect land-use decisions by small-scale 

farmers leading to differing styles of, or changes to, agricultural activity, it was decided to 

conduct a comparative study between areas chosen to be as similar as possible with regards 

to geology, topography, climate, distance from markets, population size and structure.  This 

would allow the identification of any dissimilarity in styles of agriculture, or changes which 

had taken place, and, therefore, offer reasons for any identified dissimilarity in agriculture, 

such as land tenure systems, government policies, social or cultural factors.   

 

However, even having eliminated the factors expected to be similar in both areas, this still 

left a complex range of important factors (land tenure systems, government policies, social 

or cultural factors) which were expected to be dissimilar.  It was decided, therefore, that a 

case study approach would be appropriate.  The aim of a case study enquiry is to gather 

together the data from many sources of evidence to determine the effect of the factors 

studied.  Robert Yin provides a succinct description of case study research and its strengths.   
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A case study is an empirical enquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon 

within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon 

and context are not clearly evident…[A case study] copes with the technically 

distinctive situation in which there will be many more variables of interest than data 

points.   

(Yin 1994: 13)   

 

Martyn Denscombe (2008: 36) points out that ―The real value of a case study is that it offers 

the opportunity to explain why certain outcomes might happen, more than just find out what 

those outcomes are.‖  In view of the likely complexity of the subject and of the various 

forms of research design available, a case-study therefore was a particularly appropriate 

method of research.  

 

2.1 Comparative Study Areas 

Peripheral areas in the North West of Europe are noted for a concentration of small-scale 

agricultural systems; additionally the peripherality of this area gives a particular relevance to 

studying small-scale agriculture where it has in the past been important in sustaining rural 

communities.  Any changes in small-scale agricultural practice might therefore have a more 

significant effect there than would be the case in less peripheral areas. 

 

Scotland and Norway are both situated on the north Atlantic seaboard of Europe.  Norway, 

although it has a considerably larger area, has a roughly equivalent population (4.6 million 

against Scotland's 5.2 million) which is concentrated mainly in the lowland south east of the 

country.  Large parts of the interior and western coasts of both countries are mountainous 

and sparsely inhabited.  Climatically, both Scotland and Norway fall within the Temperate 

Atlantic Zone, which means that in both countries, west coast weather is dominated by 

south-westerly air streams with frequent rain, and that west coast summer and winter 

temperatures are relatively similar.  The two countries of Scotland and Norway therefore 

share many geographical characteristics, which satisfied the primary basis in choice of study 

areas.  

 

An initial review of small scale agriculture in North West Scotland and Norway suggested 

that they are sufficiently similar for a comparative study to be valuable, allowing any 
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differences to be easily identified.  Agriculture in the western fringes of Highland Scotland 

takes place mainly within the ―crofting system‖ – a system of small holdings held on a very 

secure tenure, each having a share in a common hill grazing.  The income-generating 

potential of a croft is normally so small that almost all crofters earn the majority of their 

income away from the croft.  Similarly, farms in Norway are small by European Standards, 

particularly in the west, and the trend over the last 30 years has been for full time farms to 

become part-time and for the farmers to take employment outside the farm, as is usual in the 

crofting areas of Scotland (Blekesaune 1991).   Therefore it was determined that the study 

should concentrate on a crofting community in North West Scotland and a farming 

community in western Norway. 

 

A comparison of the political and legal frameworks in the two countries, in contrast, 

indicated some important differences.  Land tenure is notably different, with Norwegian 

farmers being owner-occupiers, and the majority of croftland in North West Scotland being 

usually tenanted by crofters from large landowners.  In terms of agricultural policy and 

legislation, Scotland, being a part of the United Kingdom had entered the European 

Economic Community (now the European Union) in 1973 and since then, agricultural policy 

has been formed in Brussels.  Norway voted against EC membership and pursued a 

protectionist policy, which, combined with generous support for agriculture, increased self-

sufficiency in basic foodstuffs and encouraged marginal farms to continue in production 

(Almas 1993).   Land tenure and local decision-making are discussed in Chapter 5 and 

Chapter 6 respectively. 

 

2.1.1 Personal knowledge of study areas 

The particular choice of study areas was further strengthened by a personal knowledge of 

crofting, in the geographic area of Skye, and of farming in western Norway.  Although not a 

primary reason for choosing the two study areas, this practical knowledge appeared to give a 

number of advantages.  Denscombe would agree that practical knowledge is of benefit in 

making the right choice of case-study. 
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Although researchers should never rely on practical reasons as the principal or sole 

criterion for selecting a case, such factors do have a bearing on the selection of 

cases.   

(Denscombe 2008: 41)  

 

As a working crofter I have an inside knowledge of agricultural and cultural practices and 

factors in Scotland and have some understanding of similar issues, having worked on farms 

in Norway.  Additionally, I am both a Gaelic and Norwegian speaker, allowing me to 

interview through the native language in both countries, where appropriate.  Several of the 

Norwegian interviewees remarked that although they could speak English, they did not have 

the vocabulary to answer many of the interview questions.   Gaelic is the usual daily 

language of many crofters in Trotternish, and certainly those interviewed who spoke the 

language preferred to use it as the medium for the interview.     

 

2.2 Method 

The stages of the research were: 

 

2.2.1 Analysis of documentary evidence 

The first part of the research was an analysis of relevant policy documents, research reports 

and statistics from both countries.  The aim was, firstly, to examine recent literature on 

agricultural and rural development relevant to the crofting areas of Scotland and to Western 

Norway as a basis for comparison; and, secondly, to develop the comparison by identifying 

case-study areas in order to conduct research through fieldwork in two districts of similar 

peripherality, population and physical geography, one in North West Scotland and one in 

West Norway. 

 

2.2.2 Identification of case-study areas 

Initial contacts were made in both countries to identify case-study areas which fitted the 

research parameters - preferably a "kommune" (municipality) in Norway, which, as an 

administrative area, would have statistics available, and then, a crofting area in North West 

Scotland, which would preferably have boundaries coterminous with districts defined for 

statistics such as parishes and census districts.   
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Scotland 

In Scotland I spoke to local council development officials, to get a feel for a district which 

was typical, and, preferably not too far from my workplace at Sabhal Mòr Ostaig in the 

south end of Skye.  The Trotternish peninsula, (strictly Lower Trotternish, as Upper 

Trotternish includes the district of Braes, to the south of Portree) was judged appropriate as 

it is a traditional crofting area, without any large employers which would make it atypical.  

The average size of crofts here at 4.8 hectares is around the average size of all crofts (5 

hectares).  Also, most crofts in Trotternish are around the average size for crofts, with no 

large crofts as found in parts of Caithness and Orkney, and equally no very small crofts of 

two hectares and under as in some parts of Lewis and some parts of Skye.  It is strong in 

traditional culture, being the part of Skye with the highest number of Gaelic speakers 

(Munro 2003).  

 

 

 

Map 1: Isle of Skye showing Trotternish     (Morton 2010) 
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Norway 

To find a suitable case-study area in Norway, I began by writing to the chief agricultural 

officer in each of the counties in West Norway, that is Hordaland, Sogn og Fjordane and 

Møre og Romsdal, asking them if they could identify an area with a large number of small 

farms which was on or near the west coast and not close to a large town, such as Bergen, 

which would distort the employment situation.  The case-study area needed to be near the 

west coast for the climate to be similar to that of north-west Scotland.  Away from the 

coastal strip in Norway, winters are much harsher, with long periods of frost and snow 

(Meteorologisk Institutt 2010).  In both Hordaland and Møre og Romsdal ferry connections 

and bridges are now so good that it was difficult to find a district that did not have either a 

large town or a major employer within commuting distance.  I decided then to look more 

closely at Sogn og Fjordane and took the opportunity, during a visit to Norway, to speak to 

the Chief Agricultural Officer for that county.  We discussed the characteristics of a number 

of kommunes and settled on Askvoll as suitable for comparison with Trotternish.  It has a 

similar area, a similar population and a similar number of agricultural holdings to 

Trotternish.  The kommune consists mainly of a peninsula, which includes the most westerly 

point of the Norwegian mainland and three island groups are also included.  Also, though 

dairy farming is prevalent there, Askvoll is particularly noted, compared to the surrounding 

kommunes, for its high number of sheep.  

 

Map 2: Sogn og Fjordane (Statsbudsjettet 2011) Map 3: Askvoll Kommune (Søby 2006) 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Jon_Harald_S%C3%B8by
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2.2.3 Area profiles 

A profile of each area over the period 1970 - 2000 (this was later extended to 2010) was 

drawn up using existing statistical data, to give a picture of what changes have taken place in 

these areas.  These profiles are presented in Chapter 3. 

 

2.2.4 Research questions 

A list of research questions was drawn up around the following themes, which encompass 

those factors which could affect changes in land-use and to the role of agriculture in rural 

communities and also the land-users‘ own perspective on why recent changes had occurred: 

 

1) Ownership of resources: 

Does ownership of land/shooting rights/mineral rights by farmers/crofters either 

individually or as a trust encourage agriculture and other business activity? 

 

2) Perceived changes in land-use: 

To what extent do changes in land-use reflect attempts to maintain income by 

"streamlining" existing methods and to what extent is diversification into new types of 

agriculture taking place? 

 

Are changes in land use helping to sustain agriculture and thus contributing to the 

sustainability of rural communities? 

 

3) Local decision making: 

Does decision making within a community on planning, business development etc 

encourage participation and feeling of responsiveness to local needs? 

 

4) Traditions/practices: 

Do traditions of communal work/communal organisations (eg co-operatives for 

buying/selling) encourage successful agriculture/agricultural business activity? 
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Can strength of community– e.g. religion, social groups - contribute significantly to such 

activity? 

 

5) Government responsiveness: 

Are government departments responding to local needs when formulating 

national policies favourable to the sustainability of agriculture? 

 

What has been the effect of global changes (e.g. WTO agreements) on each area?   

 

Research questions were refined at the time of formulating the interview schedule, and then 

further refined as data emerged.  In discussion, as part of an iterative process, it was felt that 

some of the questions pre-supposed effects which might not necessarily be present.  

Question 2, therefore was re-written as: 

  

      2)  What changes have occurred in land-use over the study period? 

What is the role of these changes in sustaining agricultural and/or community 

activity? 

 

And Question 4 as:  

 

      4)  In what sense, if at all, do traditions of communal work /communal            

           organisations (e.g. co-operatives for buying and selling) encourage      

           successful agricultural or business activity? 

 

A later addition to this question was whether tradition has any significance in land-

use decisions. 

 

These themes arise frequently in debates in the literature on land-use and how to best 

support rural communities.  The themes, and other authors‘ understanding of them, are 

discussed in the succeeding chapters. 
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Since significant policy changes occurred in both countries during the 1970s, it was decided 

to investigate the changes in the rural areas to be studied over the period 1970 – 2000.  This 

was later extended to 2010 in order to include the latest changes in policy and practice and 

research further any cultural factors. 

 

2.2.5 Interview schedule 

An interview schedule was then drawn up based on these research questions (see  

Appendix 1). 

 

2.2.6 Fieldwork 

Fieldwork was carried out in late 2005 and in early 2006 in the two case-study areas.  This 

consisted of semi-structured interviews with twelve farmers/crofters in each area and also 

three key officials from each area: these were agricultural officials and business 

development officers.  The farmer/crofter interviewees were selected by beginning with an 

initial contact who then recommended others who recommended further possible 

interviewees i.e. ―snowballing‖.   The initial contact in Askvoll was the Agricultural officer 

for the kommune, and the initial contact in Trotternish was a crofter who was a personal 

acquaintance.   Snowballing has been criticised as a sampling method since the selection is 

unlikely to be representative (Bryman 2004). However, as Denscombe remarks (2007: 17) 

―People can be asked to nominate others who meet certain criteria‖ and these criteria can be 

chosen by the researcher.  In this case, a spread of age, size of holding and type of holding 

was aimed for, as well a geographical spread, in selecting those to be interviewed.  It 

became apparent that, once the sample size was approached, many interviewees were giving 

information and opinions which had been collected already, i.e. it appeared that the sample 

had been large enough and broad enough to give a reasonable picture of the agricultural 

situation in each case-study area.  

 

In 2010, three short follow-up interviews were carried out in each study area by telephone, 

to ascertain whether there had been any change in attitudes among land-users in the period 

since the main interviews and to place more direct questions about the influence of tradition.   

The period 2006-2010 has seen discussion on agricultural policies in both countries at all 
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levels.  In Scotland there have been discussions on a Crofting Reform Bill which also 

prompted a Committee of Inquiry into Crofting which, headed by Prof Mark Shucksmith 

held meetings around the Highlands during 2007 to gather opinion from crofters (Committee 

of Inquiry on Crofting 2008).  In Norway, the coalition government elected in 2005 as a 

Red-Green Alliance was expected to improve conditions for farmers at the 2006 agricultural 

agreement which was eagerly awaited.     

 

A second reason for the follow-up interviews was to firm up evidence for the effect of 

cultural factors such as maintenance of traditional practices, which appeared to emerge as a 

stronger influence in Trotternish during the first set of interviews.  Indeed, the way in which 

tradition permeated many of the responses in the Trotternish interviews meant that cultural 

factors became a much larger part of the research than had been originally envisaged. 

 

The various sources of information allowed a certain amount of triangulation.  As 

Denscombe explains: 

 

The rationale for using triangulation in social research is that by viewing something 

from more than one viewpoint, the researcher can get a better knowledge of it... 

researchers can use triangulation to get a fuller version, or a version that 

incorporates different facets of a thing being studied.    

        (Denscombe 2007: 13)

        

Triangulation of data was achieved by comparing the information gained from interviews 

conducted with those actually involved in agriculture, with the information from interviews 

with advisory and regulatory officials, to get this fuller picture. 

 

2.3 Summary 

There were three phases: it began with a review of relevant literature; then the selection of 

the two case-study areas and drawing up a profile of these two areas.  In the second phase 

the fieldwork was carried out, including the selection of interviewees and refining of 

interview questions.  In the final phase, the interview responses were entered into Microsoft 

Excel files and grouped under subject headings, so that patterns in the responses were easier 

to identify.  Analysis of these responses forms the main part of the thesis.   
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3.   DESCRIPTION OF THE CASE-STUDY AREAS  
 

3.1 Choice of case study areas 

Trotternish (the north-eastern peninsula of Skye) was chosen as being not atypical i.e. it 

appears to be a fairly average traditional crofting area which has suffered from out-

migration.  There are no large employers in the area, but there are jobs in Portree which is 

within commuting distance. 

 

Askvoll was chosen to be as close as possible to Trotternish in topography, climate, area and 

population.  Both areas are peninsulas with a central ridge rising to mainly 6-700m and 

fertile ground around the coastline where most of the population is found. 

 

    Trotternish  Askvoll 

 

Area    315 sq km  321 sq km 

 

Latitude   57 north  61 north 

 

Population   3,500 (inc Portree) 3,500 

 

No of farms/crofts  280   265 

 

Precipitation   1400-2200mm  2000-3000mm 

 

Table 1 – Main features of study-areas (Robertson 1992, Statistisk Sentralbyrå 2001) 
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Map 4: Trotternish 

(Digimap 2011) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map 5: Askvoll (Jorunn 2006)  

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/65/Askvoll.png
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3.2 Geography and geology 
 

Trotternish 

Trotternish is the north-eastern peninsula of the Island of Skye, which is the largest and most 

northerly island in the Inner Hebrides (1656 square kilometers).  Skye is situated close to the 

north-west mainland of Scotland, to which it has been connected by a bridge since 1997.  

The island consists of a number of peninsulas radiating out from a centre dominated by the 

Cuillin hills, the eroded core of a volcano active in the tertiary period around 60 million 

years ago.  These peninsulas consist mainly of hill and moorland with flatter land along the 

lengthy coastlines of the sea lochs between them (Stephenson & Merritt 1993).  

 

The rock of the Trotternish peninsula is mostly basalt lava flows which overlay older 

Jurassic sedimentary rock. The lava flows on the east side of the peninsula have been 

destabilized by the weaker sedimentary rock below them, resulting in massive landslides, 

which have produced a series of spectacular rock columns.  The sedimentary rocks around 

the coastline underlie soil that is relatively fertile and suitable for cultivation in many places. 

 

 

 

Image 1: Uig croftland, Trotternish (writer 2006) 
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Askvoll 

Askvoll is a peninsula which forms the 

most westerly part of mainland 

Norway.  The administrative division, 

known as Askvoll kommune (or 

municipality), includes three groups of 

islands where around a third of the 

population lives.  The administrative 

centre of the kommune is close to the 

tip of the peninsula, from which there 

are ferry connections to the islands, 

and also north and south to other 

coastal communities.  The mainland 

part of Askvoll rises steeply from all 

round the coastline to heights of over 

1,000 metres with arable ground 

generally confined to a narrow strip 

around the coastline, although there 

are some areas of flat ground near the 

kommune centre.                                      Image 2: Atløy farms, Askvoll (writer 2006) 

            

There are a variety of rock types present in Askvoll, most of which are Pre-cambrian, and 

soils are fairly poor (Agricultural Officer, Askvoll 2005). 

 

3.3 Climate 
 

Trotternish 

The climate is wet and windy though without extremes of temperature.  This mild oceanic 

climate, created by the North Atlantic Drift and the proximity of the Atlantic Ocean, 

produces mild winters, with less frost than similar latitudes of the mainland, and cool 

summers.  The average temperatures at Duntulm at the north end of Trotternish are 6.5 C in 

January and 15.4 C in July.  The west coast of Trotternish is particularly affected by the 
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prevailing south westerly wind, with speeds up to 128km/h being recorded.  Rainfall varies 

from 1400 to 2200mm per annum between the north and the south of the peninsula.  

(Robertson 1994)  

 

Askvoll 

The climate is oceanic, that is, similar to that of Trotternish, with little frost and no extreme 

temperatures, though the effect of the North Atlantic Drift is less at the more northerly 

latitude.  Average rainfall varies from around 1500mm per annum on the islands to 2920mm 

at the head of the Stongfjord.  Average temperatures taken near the Askvoll centre are 1.4C 

for January and 13.5 C for July. 

 

3.4 Population 
 

Trotternish  

The population of Skye, in common with most of the western highlands and islands, rose to 

a peak early in the nineteenth century, and then declined through emigration until the 1970s.  

Skye has experienced a greater increase in population than most of the west coast.  A 

population of 7,183 recorded at the 1971 census has risen to a figure of 9,232 at the 2001 

census (GROS). 

 

The population of Trotternish is around 3,500, two thousand of whom live in Portree, the 

main centre of population, at the southern end of the peninsula. The population settlements 

in Trotternish are almost entirely round the coastline, as the interior rises to a central ridge of 

around 700 metres, though in parts of Staffin and also Kilmuir there are some larger areas of 

flat ground.  Most of the population of Trotternish, outside of Portree and Uig, lives in 

crofting townships.   

 

Askvoll 

The population of Askvoll has been steady at around 3,500 since the middle of the twentieth 

century.  There has been a slow decline from about 1990, and the 2006 figure is closer to 

3200.  Most of this population loss is from outlying areas and the population of Askvoll 

centre has grown slightly.   
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Trotternish   1971  1981  1991  2001 

 

Lower Trotternish   2112  1391  1368  1657  

Portree    1359  1425  2126  1917 

    

Total    3471  2816  3494  3574 

 

 

 

Askvoll    1970  1980  1991  2001 

 

Total    3761  3641  3589  3349 

 

 

Table 2: Population Statistics Askvoll, Trotternish (Robertson 1994, GROS 2006, Statistisk 

Sentralbyrå 2010) 

 

3.5 In-migration and out-migration 
 

Trotternish 

In Trotternish, which has the same underlying pattern of out-migration, the proportion of in-

migrants is larger, and although the population of the outlying areas was falling until 1991, it 

is now rising.  The population of Portree has risen gradually throughout the study period 

until 1991, with a slight fall from then until 2001. 

 

Askvoll 

In Askvoll, the tourism industry is relatively small and in-migration is minimal.  The 

population statistics show a large outmigration by young adults, a feature common to most 

peripheral regions.   Due to a lower number of returnees, the population has been declining 

gradually over the second half of the twentieth century.   
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Figure 2: Population, Askvoll and Trotternish (GROS 1973-2003, Statistisk Sentralbyrå 

2010) 

 

3.6 Transport 
 

Trotternish 

From Portree, a good road leads to the Skye-mainland bridge and on to Inverness, the 

nearest city, some 200km away.  Several haulage companies run a daily delivery service 

between Inverness and Skye, and buses run from Portree to Inverness and to Glasgow.  Uig, 

on the west side of Trotternish, is the other main settlement in Trotternish.  It is a ferry port, 

with connections to the islands of Harris and North Uist. 

 

Askvoll 

The kommune is well served by public transport: Bergen is three hours away by the express 

passenger ferry, and buses run several times a day to the nearest large town Førde, which is 

60km by road.  From Førde, express buses connect to Oslo, Bergen, and Trondheim.  Ferries 

connect the two island groups Bulandet and Værlandet, and the closer island Atløy to 

Askvoll Centre.  There is also a ferry connection to Fjaler, further south on the mainland.  
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3.7 Industries and employment 
 

Trotternish 

Trotternish has few large businesses; hotels are the main ones, which are locally owned.  

Fishing has declined in importance in Trotternish, with only a few boats now fishing for 

prawns.  Columba 1400 is a leadership centre which employs around a dozen people in 

Staffin.  The letting of holiday houses has become a useful contribution to income and many 

crofters are involved in this business.   As well as the Calmac ferry company offices, Uig 

also has some light industry, such as a small brewery, a pottery and a marine engineering 

business.  However, many people in the outlying areas commute to jobs in Portree.  The 

main local Highland Council offices are based in Portree; a high school serving the whole of 

Skye is situated in Portree.  

 

Image 3: Light industry in Uig, Trotternish (writer 2006) 

 

Askvoll 

There are various small industries in the kommune.  The first aluminium smelter in 

Scandinavia was set up by the British Aluminium Company at Stongfjorden.  It employed 

up to 70 people at the height of production, but closed down in 1945.  The site is now used 

by a company producing fish farm equipment, which employs 10 people.  The two largest 

industrial employers in the kommune today are Helle Knivfabrikk, which makes knives and 

employs 30 (2003), and Klausen Mek which produces equipment for shipping and employs 

50 (2003).  There are three family-owned fish farms.  Fishing is still significant, with eight 
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large boats working out of the islands (Business Development Officer, Askvoll 2006).  The 

council offices are situated in Askvoll centre, as is a secondary school (up to age 16).     

 

 More recently established businesses seem to be smaller and directed more toward tourism, 

though a stone exporting factory and a net mending business have been established within 

the last few years.   

 

Image 4: Fish farm (salmon), Atløy, Askvoll Kommune (writer 2006) 

 

3.8 Culture and religion 
 

Trotternish 

Trotternish is one of the more traditional parts of Skye in respect of language and religion.  

The 2001 Census recorded 57.4% of the population in Kilmuir parish (the northern part of 

Trotternish) as Gaelic speakers and 42.2% in Snizort parish.  In Portree 37.7% was recorded 

which is still above the whole island figure of 34% (2001 census, Gaelic report).    

 

There are four denominations of the protestant church represented and anecdotally 

attendance is said to be common.  Certainly very few events take place on Sundays in 

Trotternish.  
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Askvoll 

With the low rate of in-migration, Askvoll‘s population is culturally very similar: for 

instance almost everyone speaks the local Norwegian dialect.  The church which is Lutheran 

(the Norwegian state religion) has been strong in the past, but very few people now attend. 

 

3.9 Local government 

Norway has a two tier system of local government, and Scotland had a two tier system in the 

period 1976-96 but the scale was very different.  The Upper Tier, represented by Highland 

Council in the case of Trotternish is roughly comparable to the Upper Tier of Sogn og 

Fjordane in the case of Askvoll, but more political power is devolved to the lower level in 

the Norwegian case.  Not only does the lower tier in the Norwegian case (the kommune) 

have responsibility for education and planning which is the responsibility of the upper tier in 

Scotland, but it serves a much smaller area and population than the lower tier in the Scottish 

case (the district council, which was discontinued in 1996). Since 1996 Scotland has had a 

single tier system of local government. Table 3 gives a comparison of areas and population 

at each tier, for each case-study area during the period 1976-96.  The topic of local 

governance is discussed in more detail in Chapter 6: 

 

 

   Trotternish    Askvoll 

Upper tier  Highland Region                      Sogn og Fjordane county 

Area   26,130sqkm                     18,634sqkm  

Population  201,000                      107,000  

 

 

Lower tier  Skye & Lochalsh district          Askvoll kommune 

Area    2,690 sq km            315 sq km   

Population  11,700                            3,500      

 

Table 3 – Local government comparison 1976-96 (Robertson 1992, Askvoll Kommune 2008)
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4. COMPARISON OF POLICY TRENDS AND AGRICULTURAL 

STATISTICS  
 

It is worth first considering the pattern of rural policies in each country over the preceding 

decades as a background to the comparison of agriculture, as seen on the ground today.  

General government agricultural policies are outlined here, and their implications are 

discussed in more detail at the start of Chapter 7, as a background to interviewees‘ 

impressions of change. 

 

4.1 Agricultural policies 

Various studies of Norwegian agricultural and rural policy in the post-war period have 

detailed the changes in policies, from encouraging an increase in size of holdings, to the 

period of increased support during the seventies, to the present position of cut-backs.  Reidar 

Almås (1993) has described the situation in Norway, where post war policies aimed to 

increase farm incomes by increasing farm size – a common global phenomenon at that time.  

Opposition to these policies – which had resulted in depopulation of rural areas - arose in the 

mid sixties led by Ottar Brox and others (Brox 1966).  In the 1970s, EEC membership was 

seen by many as a threat to Norwegian agricultural policies – a market protected from 

foreign competition in milk, meat, grain and vegetables.  A campaign, backed by the 

farmers‘ union, the smallholders‘ union and some political parties led to a ‗No‘ vote in the 

1972 referendum (Almås 1993).  Almås identifies the importance of this campaign and the 

fact that once the North Sea oil revenues had started to flow, the government in Dec 1975, 

following recommendations by the Øksnes Committee, brought in a policy to bring farmers' 

incomes up to the level of workers in industry by 1982.  Although this was not achieved, this 



Chapter 4 – Agricultural Comparison 

 

52 
 

far-reaching policy launched a period of optimism, and the increased farm incomes led to 

investment in new buildings etc, and a boost to rural economies (Almås 1993).  This income 

policy, however, led to increased production and surpluses, particularly of dairy products, 

and subsequently to the introduction of production quotas. 

 

Blekesaune (1991) gives a clear picture of the trend from full-time to part-time farming over 

the period 1975 - 1990 and explains this using a model derived from Djurfeld and Almås  

(Almås 1993) to show that full-time farmers, unable to increase their reproduction of capital, 

tend to take employment and become part-time. 

 

Since the current WTO agreement came into effect in 1995 the Norwegian government has 

had to replace quantitative import restrictions by import tariffs which are to be gradually 

reduced.  A report by the Norwegian Institute for Agricultural Research in 1998 showed that 

this had not led to a significant increase of imported goods (Nerstan 1998) but that the 

agreement was binding on the government to reduce production subsidies.   

 

It appears that the import tariffs are being reduced very gradually; the WTO Trade Policy 

Review for 2004 reports that ―Norway's trade policy regime remains generally open, with 

the principal exception of agriculture…tariffs on agricultural goods (WTO definition) 

remain high, with an average rate of 38.2%‖ (WTO 2004 p viii) and the latest WTO Trade 

Policy Review states that ―the average tariff on agricultural products (WTO definition) is 

35.8%‖ (WTO p viii) and that ―Assistance to the agriculture sector is thus at significant 

variance with Norway's otherwise market-based policies and, largely as a result, Norwegian 

consumers pay particularly high prices for some agricultural products.‖(WTO 2008 p ix) 

 

Despite these ―high prices‖ the annual reviews of target farm prices over the past few years 

have disappointed both the sheep and dairy sectors.  So much so, that the number of farmers 

leaving the industry now stands at over 3,000 per annum (Bonde & Småbruker 2002-09). 

 

In the crofting counties of Scotland, land use has been no less affected by changes in policy, 

but a major change in the period to be studied is the rise of the Scottish Crofters Union (later 
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renamed the Scottish Crofting Foundation, and most recently the Scottish Crofting 

Federation), and documented by its first director James Hunter in the Claim of Crofting 

(Hunter 1991).  Launched in 1986, the centenary year of the 1886 Crofting Act which gave 

crofters security of tenure, the SCU gave crofters a voice at government level, something 

which had been wholly lacking previously.  In its first few years of existence, the SCU was 

able to commission a report (Shucksmith 1987), which convinced the government to 

increase support for crofter housing, and it was also able to convince the government to 

remove the restriction on the EU Suckler Cow Premium, which had applied only to 

producers earning over half their income from agriculture, thus benefitting thousands of 

crofters whose main income was not from the croft.   

 

Crofting, as with small part-time farming in Norway, has been important for rural 

settlement: ―The important thing about crofting is that it has kept people on the land while 

farming on the other hand has been emptying the countryside‖ (Hunter 1991: 208).  The 

nature of croft work has changed, however;  while 50 years ago a house cow and subsistence 

crops were the norm, it is more likely today that active crofters are producing ―high quality 

lambs and calves for highly discriminating markets‖ (Hunter 1991: 212). 

 

Increased support for sheepmeat during the 1980s under the EU‘s Common Agricultural 

Policy has encouraged a general trend in crofting from cattle to sheep and away from 

cropping (cropping grants ceased in 1981) (Campbell & Stowe 1992).  The 1992 CAP 

reforms marked a shift in policy away from production towards direct income support and 

environmental support; thus payments on numbers of animals (headage payments) were to 

be restricted through a quota system.  This appears to have sustained incomes for those 

crofters who had good base year stocking rates, but these incomes are increasingly 

dependent on subsidies and thus more vulnerable to their withdrawal (Shucksmith 1999).  

The shift from cattle to sheep is continuing and anecdotal evidence suggests that increasing 

numbers of crofters are giving up stock altogether. 
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4.2 Present day agriculture 

Agriculture in Trotternish is almost entirely carried out through the crofting system.  The 

―crofts‖ or small-holdings are usually rented.  In Trotternish the major land-owner is the 

Scottish Government which owns approximately 80% of the land area.   There are some 

smaller private estates, and one (Borve and Annishader) which is owned by the crofters.   

Crofts are grouped in ―townships‖ with an area of common grazing and each crofter has the 

right to graze a certain number of animals (his/her ―souming‖) on that grazing.  The shape of 

a crofting township depends on available arable ground.  It is very common in Trotternish, 

and, indeed, in much of the north-west Highlands, for there to be only a narrow strip of 

arable ground between the shore and the hill ground.  Thus many townships are described as 

"linear", with the crofts strung out in a line which could be as much as a mile long.  Brògaig 

on the east side and Linicro on the west side are examples of linear townships.  Crofts are 

managed individually, but the shareholders in each common grazing are required to appoint 

a grazings committee to manage anything which is common within the township.  This 

includes maintenance of fencing, fanks, checking that individual crofters are not exceeding 

their "souming", and organising communal activities, such as fank days for clipping, dipping 

and dosing sheep, and management of the township bull (where there are cattle). 

 

Although most crofts are small, many crofters work more than one.  Some crofters are 

absentees, and some crofts are not worked. The main form of agriculture is grazing cattle 

and sheep, which are used to produce calves and lambs, which are sold in the market, by 

auction in Portree as stores (bought for fattening) - 

usually in the autumn.  Highland/Shorthorn cross cattle 

were common, but some of the larger continental breeds 

are seen now.  The commonest sheep breeds are 

Blackface and Cheviot.  Most winter feeding is bought 

in, but some crofters cut silage which is conserved as 

big bales, usually by a contractor.  Since only a small 

proportion of the crofts are cut for winter feeding, they 

are now often used for grazing sheep that used to be on 

the hill ground all the year round.                                         Image 5: Sheep, Trotternish (writer) 
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Farms in Askvoll are mostly situated around the coastline of the peninsula, as in Trotternish, 

where the arable ground is found, and each farm is normally owner occupied.  The farms 

are, generally, slightly bigger than the average croft in Trotternish though the average area 

figures for 1999 were the same (9.6ha).   Livestock farming is the norm, similar to 

Trotternish, with almost all farms keeping either cattle or sheep, and most specialising in 

one or the other.  The arable ground is almost entirely used for grass production, as in 

Trotternish, but the amount of grass cut for silage is noticeably greater, (around 1200ha in 

Askvoll, compared to 350ha in Trotternish). The biggest difference from Trotternish is that 

approximately half of the farms keep dairy cattle and produce milk, which is collected by a 

tanker and taken to the national dairy co-operative creamery at Byrkjelo, some 110km 

distant from the centre of Askvoll.  The most common breed of cattle is Norsk Rødt Fe 

(Norwegian Red), which is a dual purpose breed equally suitable for milk and for beef, and 

the average herd size is 13 cows.  Sheep breeds are mainly Dalesau (Dale sheep) on the low 

ground and Spælsau (short tailed sheep) on the high ground. The average flock size is about 

40 breeding ewes (Agricultural Officer, Askvoll 2006).   

 

Image 6: Norwegian Red dairy cattle in an Askvoll byre (writer 2006) 
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Co-operatives for both buying and selling are well established in Norway, and play a large 

part in regulation, marketing and administration of agricultural production. The first co-

operative creamery was established in Norway in 1856, and many more were set up in the 

following decades (Norby & Aresvik 1951: 320).  In contrast, the only similar organisation 

relevant to Trotternish is the British Wool Marketing Board which is run by wool-producers 

with the aim of maximising the return on wool (BWMB 2002) 

 

 Local and regional co-operative societies are joined together in a national federation.  

Support from the government with Omsetningsloven (the Marketing Law) of 1930 enabled 

producers to construct a co-operative marketing system based on a sales tax:  ―The principle 

innovations of the law were, first, that the government had taken a strong stand for 

agricultural co-operatives and second that the state had given them taxing power for 

approved products‖ (Norby & Aresvik 1951:321). 

 

Farm buildings are generally modern, having been erected since the 1970s, when there were 

generous grants available for investment in farm infrastructure.  There has also been an 

expansion in farm size since this time, achieved by farmers renting fields from neighbours 

who are no longer farming actively.  This has resulted in a proportion of farmhouses being 

either empty or occupied by people not involved in agriculture.  In contrast to Trotternish, 

however, the land is not abandoned, or grazed by sheep, but is worked by neighbours.  

 

Effective farm sizes in Askvoll and croft sizes in Trotternish have gradually increased over 

the study period, as the following table shows: 

 

Trotternish           av size        Askvoll      av size  

 1970  352  4.5ha    417 4.26ha 

  1980  270 4.2ha    357 5.01ha 

1991  265 5.6ha    303  6.77ha 

1999  257  9.6ha    222 9.61ha 

2008  192 9.95ha    139 14.3ha  

       Table 4:  Comparison of agricultural holding numbers and sizes in hectares      

       (Scottish Agricultural Census 1970-2008, Statistisk Sentralbyra 1969-2008)  



Chapter 4 – Agricultural Comparison 

 

57 
 

The Trotternish figures contain at least two changes in method of data collection.  Crofts 

which required less than 40 man-days per year were deemed statistically insignificant in 

1976.  These crofts disappear from statistics after this date.  Figures from 1997 are based on 

areas claimed on the IACS form which seems to be different from earlier figures. 

     

       

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 3: Number of farms in Askvoll (Statistisk Sentralbyrå 2010) 

 

The Norwegian official statistics agency Statistisk Sentralbyrå compiles figures for the 

number of farm businesses, so while the traditional boundaries and areas of farms may not 

change, the number of farmers using that land does change.  The decrease in number of 

farms in Askvoll has accelerated since 1999, in line with the national trend in Norway. 

 

         

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4:  Size of farms in Askvoll in hectares (Fylkesmannen i Sogn og Fjordane 2006) 
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The size of farms has increased as farmers lease neighbouring farms from farmers who have 

ceased production; in other words the same area of land is still used for agricultural purposes 

over the study period, but it is managed by increasingly fewer farmers. 

 

Figure 5: No of crofts in use Trotternish (Scottish Agricultural Census 2010) 

 

In Trotternish, the number of crofts in use has also declined (43% over the study period) and 

the sharpest decline has been in the years following 1999 (26% from 1999 to 2008).  When a 

crofter ceases to use his land, it may be grazed by a neighbour‘s sheep, or it may not be used 

for any agricultural purpose.  Due to the inconsistencies in statistics concerning crofts and 

croft use (the Crofters Commission does not draw up statistics, it only has a record of the 

area of each registered croft), a bar chart for Trotternish would not be particularly relevant 

here. 

 

4.3 Comparison of agricultural production 

Generally the Askvoll statistics show much less fluctuation than those for Trotternish.  For 

instance, cattle numbers have been fairly constant over the study period in Askvoll, with a 

small overall rise of 5%, but the Trotternish numbers first show a sharp fall, then a slight 

rise, from 1991 onwards, resulting in an overall 37% decrease in cattle numbers from 1969 

to 2009.  
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Figure 6: No of cattle in Trotternish and Askvoll (Scottish Agricultural Census 2010, 

Statistisk Sentralbyrå 2010) 

 

Equally, the area of grass cut for conservation as hay or silage in Askvoll has remained 

fairly constant, while in Trotternish it has fallen considerably over the study period – the 

2009 figure is less than 25% of the 1969 figure. 

 

Figure 7: Area of grass conserved, Trotternish and Askvoll in hectares (Agricultural Census 

2010, S Statistisk Sentralbyrå 2010) 

 

Sheep numbers have also remained fairly constant in Askvoll, while in Trotternish the 1999 

figure for total sheep numbers showed an increase of over 50% on the 1969 figure, and then 

a sharp fall of over 20% between 1999 and 2009.  
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Figure 8: Total no of sheep (including lambs), Trotternish and Askvoll (Scottish Agricultural 

Census 2010, Statistisk Sentralbyrå 2010) 

 

Cropping, (mainly potatoes), has declined in both areas, but Trotternish shows a much 

steeper decline with the 2009 figure less than 10% of the 1969 figure, though most of this 

decline was between 1969 and 1989. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Areas of oats and potatoes in hectares (Scottish Agricultural Census 2010, 

Statistisk Sentralbyrå 2010) 

 

The most significant difference in the style of agriculture between the two study areas is 
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agriculture in Askvoll, though numbers of dairy cows are falling there, particularly in the 

last ten years. 

 

Both Norwegian Government policy and the co-operative marketing system have been 

important in allowing this to continue.  The strength of the co-operative system in Norway is 

striking.  ―TINE‖, Norway's Dairy Co-operative is owned by over 16,000 dairy farmers.  As 

a co-operative it serves its members – who are distributed over the whole country (TINE 

web site).  Although co-operatives exist in the Highlands and Islands, particularly retail 

ones, there is nothing on the same scale, and very few producer co-ops.  Government 

policies on remote areas have also assisted, for instance transport subsidies were brought in 

after the war, ―for farmers who have an exceedingly long way to transport the milk from the 

farm to the creamery‖ (Norby & Aresvik 1951: 328). 

 

 

Fig 10: No of commercial milk cows (Statistisk Sentralbyrå 2010) 

 

There would have been cows milked in Trotternish, up until the 1970s, for domestic use and 

for local customers, such as hotels.  However, this does not show up in the statistics, which 

only recorded cattle as either for ―dairy production‖ or for ―beef production‖.   As house-

cows were milked for home use, and were therefore, strictly speaking, ―dual-purpose‖, 

nevertheless they were recorded as ―beef‖ cattle rather than ―dairy‖ cattle. 

 

  

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

1969 1979 1989 1999 2009

Askvoll



Chapter 4 – Agricultural Comparison 

 

62 
 

4.4 Main observations from the two profiles 

Therefore an analysis of the statistics from each study area shows that there are some 

considerable differences in how agriculture has changed over the study period. Trotternish 

has seen a reduction in most types of agricultural activity, particularly cropping of hay, oats 

and potatoes.  The number of cattle has declined, however, recently here has been a slight 

increase in cattle numbers.  The only form of acrigultural activity which has seen an increase 

is sheep husbandry, which then declined slightly from 1999.   This is a less straightforward 

picture than in Askvoll and though fewer crofters are now involved in crofting, the recent 

increase in cattle numbers is interesting and needed further investigation. 

 

In contrast, agricultural activity in Askvoll has been maintained over the period in terms of 

production, though the number of farmers has dropped by 40%.  Milk production is an 

important part of that agricultural activity and this importance has remained unchanged 

throughout the study period.  Major investment in farm buildings and equipment during 

1970-1983 means farms have been well set up (Almås 1987, 1995), although, over the last 

25 years, this level of investment has not been sustained.   

 

Therefore the key findings are that the level of production in all forms of agriculture, apart 

from sheep, has seriously declined in Trotternish, while production levels in Askvoll have 

changed little, despite the considerable reduction in the number of farmers.  The remainder 

of the thesis will look at responses from interviewees on the range of factors which might 

affect land-use decisions and therefore have contributed to these different patterns of change 

in the two study areas.  
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5. LAND OWNERSHIP 
 

The contrast in systems of land tenure between Scotland and Norway was one of the main 

reasons for the choice of these two countries for this comparative project.  As described in 

the previous chapter, the environment and climate, size of agricultural units and style of 

farming, involving cattle and sheep, are very similar in both case study areas.   

 

5.1 Land tenure systems 

Improving access to land by changing land tenure systems has been the aim of many land 

reform movements. An overview is given by Bryden & Geisler (2007).   They state that 

examples range from the Chartists calling for parish-based land reform in 19
th

 century 

England to the Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem-Terra (MST, Movement of Rural 

Landless Workers) in late 20
th

 century Brazil, which has initiated a major land reform 

movement that establishes new rural communities with a broad base of ownership. Some, 

though not all, of these movements have advocated ownership.  Richard Norton-Taylor in 

the book Whose Land is it Anyway (1982), states that, ―Owner-occupiers will care for the 

land better than tenants‖ (Norton-Taylor 1982: 104) and Fulai Sheng writes that ―Insecurity 

of land ownership, which gives a short-term perspective, encourages the unsustainable use 

of resources and makes it difficult to mobilise credit facilities which are needed for 

economic development‖ (Sheng, 1993: 4).  This latter point was one of the reasons why the 

―right to buy‖ for Scottish crofters was introduced in the Crofting Reform (Scotland) 1976 

Act.  According to these writers then, it would be expected that the different systems of land 

tenure will affect land-use decisions by crofters in Scotland differently from farmers in 

Norway.  Similar policies could have different impacts in the different systems.  
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Additionally, we might expect that owner occupiers (both in Norway, and in Scotland as a 

result of the 1976 Act) will be more enterprising and have a longer-term view of the 

resources available.  The effect of land-ownership on land-use decisions will be explored in 

this chapter and the evidence of diversification will be considered in Chapter 10. 

 

In general terms, Scotland is divided into large estates that are owned by private landlords 

who let land to individual crofters and farmers, while Norway is a country of small farms 

worked by owner occupiers.  However neither system is as simple as it first appears and a 

closer look at land tenure in each country shows up more similarities than might have been 

expected from an initial comparison.   

 

Much has been written in the last twenty years about the situation in Scotland where land 

ownership is concentrated in the hands of a small number of people, but also with some state 

ownership of land through bodies like the Forest Authority and the Scottish Executive Rural 

Affairs Dept
3
 (now called SGRPID, Scottish Government Rural Payments and Inspections 

Directorate).  In the most detailed study, Wightman (1999: 30) found ―the most concentrated 

pattern of private land ownership in Europe‖.  Indeed, the method by which land is owned in 

Scotland was still legally classified as feudal until the passing of the Abolition of Feudal 

Tenure (Scotland) Act 2000 (HMSO 2000). 

 

Land reform campaigner, Andy Wightman, believes that, as well as agriculture, land is also 

the basis for settlement, communication infrastructure, and indeed development of almost 

any kind (1999: 44-52).  Although there are many laws governing land use, the landowner 

can still exercise control over what happens to the land.  This has been an emotive issue in 

the Highlands since the end of the 18
th

 century, when, for the first time, a capitalist economy 

became dominant in the area and tenants who had previously been valued by Clan Chiefs as 

fighting men became merely sources of rent money, and poor ones at that (see for example, 

Devine 1994). 

 

                                            
3
 until 1999 this body was known as the Department of Agriculture and Forestry for Scotland (DAFS) 
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The first community buyout of land, by the crofters of Assynt in 1993, attracted enormous 

public interest and support (MacKenzie 1999).  The Assynt buyout, and two other 

community buyouts - of the island of Eigg (in 1997) and of Knoydart (in 1999) - brought the 

inequalities of the landownership system and the lack of control in Scotland over who can 

buy land into the national media.  This increased the public profile of land ownership and 

reform, with the result that the support shown by both members of the public and public 

bodies provided a sympathetic backdrop for the Land Reform Bill, which was the first big 

issue to be discussed in the Scottish Parliament after its establishment in 1999.  The Land 

Reform Act (Scotland), which became law in 2003, through Part 3, gives an absolute right 

for crofting communities to buy their land; this is referred to as the Crofting Community 

Right to Buy.  It also gives a right of first refusal for community trusts on non-croft land to 

buy their land through the Community Right to Buy process (HMSO 2003).   

 

Transferring the ownership of an estate from a private landowner to a community body does 

not, as Andy Wightman has pointed out, alter the current division of land (Wightman 1998: 

75), but the legislation, along with funding from the Scottish Land Fund, and, more recently 

the Big Lottery Growing Community Assets fund, has encouraged a number of communities 

to buy out their landlords.  Apart from Borve and Annishader where the crofters (rather than 

the whole community) bought the land in 1994, prior to the Land Reform (Scotland) Act, so 

far there have been no buyouts of agricultural land in Skye.  

 

The value to be gained, at many cultural and social levels, when a community takes 

ownership of its land, has been identified by Professor A. Fiona D. Mackenzie, in her study 

of community landownership in the Outer Hebrides: 

 

...there is also an acute and widespread awareness of the need to reverse current 

economic trends, which have led to ongoing outmigration, particularly of 

youth...limited possibilities for skilled employment and the erosion of cultural 

distinctiveness...  For these reasons, reversing current norms through building more 

community-centric economies is integral to the aspirations of all community trusts. 

         (Mackenzie 2010: 327) 
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In contrast, almost all the farm land in Norway is privately owned by the farmers, with a 

small average farm holding size of 13 hectares (Dept of Agriculture, Sogn og Fjordane 

1999).  However, according to Pausewang (1989), the regulations surrounding what can be 

done with the land, in particular restrictions on the sale of a farm outside the family, mean 

that, in practice, Norwegian farm ownership is constrained by these restrictions.  In 

comparison, the crofting system of inheritable tenure also has a regulatory framework which 

places duties and responsibilities relating to the land on crofting tenants, such as the duty to 

live on the croft and not to neglect the land.   A more detailed comparison of, and an 

exploration of the extent to which these restrictions and regulations are effective in ensuring 

a continuation of access to land for agriculture is considered later in this chapter. 

 

Many researchers have seen a link between land ownership and development capability.  

The land reform campaigner Andy Wightman believes that [individual] land ownership in 

Scandinavia has been a basis for social and economic confidence:  

 

The biggest producer of chlorine-free wood pulp in Europe, the Swedish company 

Sodra, is owned and run by 27,000 small farmers. And they do it because local 

people living and working in the countryside own their own country. The social 

economy of land in these countries has led to a culture of self-belief, pride, self-

reliance and mutual solidarity that has had huge beneficial effects on the 

cohesiveness and sustainability of communities.  

(Wightman 1998: 105) 

 

 

He believes that a similar confidence could be created in Scotland, based on a broader based 

land tenure, which would then lead to more control of retailing:   

 

Scotland‘s farming future lies in increased control of the processing and retail chain 

so that declining farm incomes can be compensated for by income from activities 

higher up the economic chain.  

(Wightman 1999: 28) 

 

 

Over thirty years ago, Tony Carty and John Ferguson expressed concern at the lack of 

control over who can buy land in Scotland, in comparison with the sorts of restrictions 
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which exist in most European countries.  They identified the negative impact from 

speculation on agricultural land in Scotland, particularly of large estates to foreign investors, 

leading to the exclusion of local people from farming: 

   

Perhaps even more serious are the very common speculative purchases of land 

which serve not merely to disrupt continuity in its use and management, but also 

artificially inflate the price of rural land generally.  This makes it all the more 

difficult for local persons to engage in or expand farming activities. 

        (Carty & Ferguson 1978) 

 

At that time, speculation on crofts – i.e. sale of house sites, croft houses, tenancies and 

bought crofts - was not a problem.  However, as will be explained, this has now become a 

real concern in crofting areas, although the concern is not about speculation from foreign 

investors, but from people from outwith the area with a larger disposable income, who can 

therefore pay higher prices for crofts, part crofts or house sites on croft land, than people 

living locally (Committee of Inquiry into Crofting, 2008).  This has not only increased the 

price of crofts and led to the subsequent lack of availability for people living in the locality, 

but Professor Fiona MacKenzie has also commented on the fact that it has changed what she 

refers to as the ―collective economic, social and cultural subjectivity‖ which was historically 

central to the system of crofting.  She observes that: 

 

…the wider interests that have long underpinned crofting have come under recent 

threat, for example through the growing marketisation of croft tenancies, and the 

accompanying process of converting or building housing stock for holiday homes 

or self-catering units. 

        (Mackenzie 2010: 340)  
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5.2 Crofting tenure in Scotland 

Eight hundred thousand acres, which represents around 25%
4
 of the agricultural land in the 

Highlands and Islands of Scotland, is under crofting tenure (SCF 2009).  Crofting tenure 

was first created by the Crofters Holdings (Scotland) Act of 1886 to cover small agricultural 

holdings in the former counties of Argyll, Inverness, Ross and Cromarty, Caithness, 

Sutherland, Orkney and Shetland.   

 

The Crofters Commission and the Scottish Land Court are the two statutory bodies which 

deal specifically with land under crofting tenure.  The Crofters Commission, which was 

established in its present form in 1955, holds a register of crofts and regulates changes in 

tenancy of crofts, the re-letting of vacant crofts and various other matters concerned with the 

adjustment of occupancy and ownership of crofts (Hunter 1991). 

 

Crofters may apply to the Land Court to fix a fair rent if there is a dispute between crofter 

and landlord over what the rent should be.  The Land Court will also deliberate where there 

is a dispute over boundaries or over a Crofters Commission decision. 

 

The size of a croft was fixed as an agricultural holding where an annual rent of below £30 

(itself a large sum of money at the time) was paid to a landlord (this was increased to £50 or 

maximum size of 50 acres (20 ha) under the Small Landholders (Scotland) Act of 1911.  

Crofts are usually grouped together in a township where each crofter has exclusive rights 

over his/her own holding (average size around 5 ha) plus grazing rights in the ―common 

grazing‖ which is common to all crofters in the township.  Crofters are allowed to graze a 

specified number of animals on the common grazing, which is called the ―souming‖. 

 

5.2.1 Tenant Crofters 

The rent paid by a tenant crofter is for the land alone in its unimproved state.  Any fencing, 

drainage or buildings, including the dwelling house, are provided and paid for by the crofter 

                                            
4
 The remaining 75% is mostly large estates either used for sporting purposes or let as large units to 

tenants for hill farming. 
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or his/her predecessors.  When a crofter leaves a tenancy, he/she has the right to be 

compensated for these improvements, either by the incoming tenant or by the landlord. 

 

5.2.2 Assignation of a Croft 

This is the process whereby a croft is passed on to a successor.  If a croft is assigned to a 

member of the crofter‘s family, then only the landlord‘s consent is required
5
.  If the croft is 

to be assigned outside the crofter‘s family, then consent is also required from the Crofters 

Commission, who are required to consider the circumstances of the proposed assignee and 

also the general interests of the township, in conjunction with a five year plan prepared by 

the proposed assignee of how he or she proposes to work the croft (Crofters Commission 

2010). 

 

Crofters, apart from on two estates
6
 have (unless they have bought their crofts, see next 

section) until recently all paid rent to a landlord, who is normally a private individual but, in 

some places, a company, including a community trust, or the Scottish Government 

(previously the Scottish Office).   

 

5.2.3 Crofter’s right to buy 

The Crofting Reform (Scotland) Act of 1976 allowed crofters to purchase their croft at 15 

times the annual rent, but not their common grazings share, or the shooting or mineral rights 

which belong to the landlord.  This right to purchase their land is referred to as the Crofters‘ 

Right to Buy, and a crofter who has bought his croft is referred to an ―owner-occupier‖.  

However, the Crofter Housing Grant (until 2004 grant and loan) scheme is not available to 

an owner occupier, and to access the Crofting Counties Agricultural Grants Scheme 

(CCAGS), for capital improvements, an owner-occupier has to go through a means test.  

However, this will change once the Crofting Reform Act 2010 commences, which will 

equalise the access to grants, as well as the responsibilities to live on, and not to neglect, 

their croft of both owner-occupiers and tenants. 

                                            
5
  Since the 2007 Crofters Act, family assignations have to follow the same procedure as 

described for non-family assignations 
6
  Stornoway Trust where the land was given to the community by Lord Leverhulme in 1923, 

and Glendale (Skye), where the crofters bought their crofts in 1905, paying them off over 50 years. 
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It is significant that, in 2010, fewer than 24% of crofts in Scotland have been bought by their 

tenants.  The most recent statistics from the Crofters Commission which give an area 

breakdown of owner-occupied, as opposed to tenanted crofts, are contained in the annual 

report of 2006 (reports since that date do not contain overall figures).  These show that a 

total of 22% of all crofts in Scotland were owner occupied, but this figure concealed a wide 

regional variation: in the Northern Isles, 36% of crofts were owned, while the Western Isles 

the figure was only 1.5%.  Figures are not available for Trotternish, but are available for the 

area which encompasses Skye, Inverness-shire (South and West) and part of Ross-shire; this 

shows that 21% of crofts are owner-occupied.   

 

5.2.4 Decrofting 

Decrofting is the term used when the Crofters Commission allows a crofter to remove land 

from crofting tenure (i.e. it is no longer covered by crofting legislation).  This was originally 

permitted in the Crofters (Scotland) Act 1955, to allow absentee or aged crofters to retain 

the house and garden following action by the Crofters Commission to terminate their 

tenancy.  This was superseded by the Crofting Reform (Scotland) Act 1976, which gave an 

absolute right to crofters to decroft their house and garden ground, and the right to decroft a 

part or whole croft if it was deemed to be ―for reasonable or general purpose‖.  This right 

allowed crofters to decroft and sell house sites on part, or all, of their croft (Crofters 

Commission 2010). 

 

5.2.5 Land Reform 

The Scottish Government (set up in 1999) has actively encouraged communities to buy their 

own land, through the Scottish Land Fund and the Crofting Community Right to Buy in Part 

III of the Land Reform Act (Scotland) of 2003.  Although this legal provision has never 

been exercised, the existence of Part III of the act has enabled a number of communities, 

largely in the Western Isles, to negotiate the purchase of their crofting estates from landlords 

and is leading to a different pattern of community-based land ownership, at least in that 

geographic area.  However, since the ending of the Scottish Land Fund, the recently 

established group, Community Land Scotland, which represents existing and prospective 
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community land owners, has argued that unless the fund is reinstated this movement towards 

community ownership will stall.  Additionally, the effectiveness of Part III is currently being 

tested (January 2011); the community of Pairc, in Lewis, has submitted an application to 

purchase their land through Part III, against the wishes of the landlord (referred to as a 

―hostile buyout‖).  They are waiting to hear from the Scottish Environment Minister whether 

their application will be allowed to go forward.  The outcome of this decision will have 

important implications for other crofting communities wishing to buy their land. 

 

5.3 Land tenure in Norway 

Almost all the farm land in Norway is privately owned, with an average holding size of 14.7 

hectares (in 1999) though only 9 hectares in Sogn og Fjordane (SSB 2008) which is close to 

the average croft size of 9.6ha recorded for 1999 in Trotternish.  Although farm land is 

owned by the farmers, the restrictions on sale of a farm outside of the family and the 

requirement for a person taking over a farm to live on it and work it mean that in practice, 

Norwegian farm ownership is in fact closer to the crofting system of tenure than it first 

appears.  Before investigating and comparing the perceptions of land users under each 

system it is worth examining the laws governing farm take-overs in Norway.  These are 

governed by the odelslov (udal law) and konsesjonsloven (the concession law) through 

which the bo- og driveplikt (dwelling and working requirement) is applied. 

 

The udal law is a family right which protects the family‘s interest, and the concession law 

protects the community‘s interest.  

 

5.3.1 The Udal Law (Lov om Odelsretten): This law states that the odelsrett (udal right) 

applies to land which has been owned by the same family for at least 20 years.  Normally, a 

farm must have at least 2 ha of agricultural land to qualify.  The Udal right gives the eldest 

son or daughter of the farmer (and thereafter other members of the family) the right to take 

over the farm.  If the farm is sold outwith the family, family members have the right, within 

a specified period, to buy it back again (Lovdata 2009). 
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5.3.2 The Concession Law (Konsesjonsloven): The purpose of this law is to regulate and 

control the sale of heritable property, so that the area of agricultural production is protected, 

and to achieve the relationship between owner and holding which is most beneficial to the 

community. 

 

With some exceptions (very small holdings) heritable property cannot be acquired without 

permission of the king (described as ―concession‖).  The king‘s authority is normally 

transferred to the kommune, which has the right of pre-emption in respect of acquisitions 

which are subject to concession.  Among the conditions which are considered when giving 

permission for an agricultural property is whether the acquirer is regarded as being suitably 

qualified agriculturally to work the land (Lovdata 2009). 

 

 5.3.3 Dwelling and Working Requirement (bo- og driveplikt)  

If someone takes over a farm, either from within the family or by purchase on the open 

market, the ―dwelling and working requirement‖ applies.  This requires that the owner must 

move to the farm within one year of the purchase date, and that he or she must thereafter live 

and work the farm for at least five years (through the Concession law) or ten years (through 

the Udal law).  The dwelling requirement is personal: the owner him/herself must live on the 

farm to fulfill it.  The working requirement is, in the first instance, also personal, but it is 

defined slightly differently from the dwelling requirement.  It can be fulfilled by the owner 

letting the land as additional land to another farmer for at least 10 years. 

 

The ―dwelling and working requirement‖ was added to the Udal law and the Concession law 

in 1974 because it was becoming more and more common, particularly on the smallest 

farms, that owners neither lived on nor worked the land.  As stated in a government memo: 

 

The prime reason for the ―dwelling and working requirement‖ is to ensure that farm 

properties...are owned and lived on by the farmer.  

      (Landbruks- og Mat Departementet 2003) 

 

There has been a lot of debate in Norway over recent years about the lower size limit for the 

dwelling and working requirement.  As a result of Stortingsmelding (Government White 
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Paper) nr. 19 Om norsk landbruk og matproduksjon (on Norwegian land-use and food 

production) a number of adjustments were made by parliament in 2001 to the Concession 

law and the Udal law.  The area limit for concession-free acquisition (i.e. purchase without 

the conditions of the Concession law applying) of a built-on property was raised from 0.5 to 

2ha and a number of refinements were made to the dwelling requirement (Landbruks- og 

matdepartementet 1999). 

 

The agriculture minister at that time, Lars Sponheim, proposed, in 2002, to raise the area 

limit for concession-free acquisition of a built-on property from 2ha to 10ha (if no more than 

2ha out of the 10ha are fully cultivated).  In 2003, the proposal was approved by the 

parliament, and the change in the law took effect in 2004.  The reason for this was, as in 

2001, a desire to get more farm properties onto the open market, so that more people would 

have the chance to buy such properties, and therefore contribute positively to the rural 

population.  The land-use department pointed to a downward trend in active farm holdings, 

while the number of farm properties was stable.  This statement shows an acceptance of the 

fact that an increasing number of farms‘ main function is now as a desirable place to live. 

This is explained in a government proposal, Om lov om konsesjon for erverv av fast eiendom 

(on the concession law for acquisition of property (Det Kongelig Landbruks- og 

Matdepartementet 2009) which was made into law in 2003.  Further, the land-use 

department pointed to a rising demand for smaller farm properties, and that, by adjusting the 

area limit in the concession law, the department wished to meet this demand.  This raising of 

the area limit means that about 25,000 farm properties became concession-free (press release 

from Landbruksdepartementet 25 April 2003).  The area limit has since (2009) been raised 

to 2.5ha (Det Kongelig Landbruks- og Matdepartementet 2009). 

 

5.4 Valuation of agricultural land 

There is also a significant difference when it comes to how the price is set for croft land in 

Scotland and farm land in Norway.   
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Scotland 

In Scotland, legally, an incoming crofter has to compensate the previous tenant for 

―improvements‖; that is, any buildings including the house, drainage or fencing which have 

added value to the land itself.  In practice, however, in recent years, the Crofters 

Commission has been criticised for deficiencies in the way that they regulate assignations 

and decroftings.  Professor Mark Shucksmith, who was appointed by the Scottish 

Government to lead the Committee of Inquiry into Crofting in 2007 (prior to drawing up a 

new crofting bill) reported on a wide range of concerns which were expressed by 

respondents about the impact which failure to regulate had on crofting:   

 

Across our survey, public meetings and our call for evidence, most thought that 

crofters should not be able to sell or assign their crofts to the highest bidder. 

      (Shucksmith 2008: Section 3.13.6: 63) 

 

Additionally, as the Crofters Commission had no jurisdiction over who could buy an owner-

occupied croft, a free-market in owner-occupied crofts, decrofted house sites and former 

croft houses has helped to increase the market value of croft land.   

 

There was general concern about decrofting for multiple house sites, the associated 

problem that crofts sell for development value and the subsequent impact of this on 

the community. 

         (Ibid: 64) 

 

Additionally, nine out of ten responses to the Committee of Inquiry into Crofting 

consistently gave the message that they wanted better regulation by the Crofters 

Commission on absenteeism and neglect.  Many respondents felt that failure to regulate 

effectively, in accordance with what should be required of crofters under crofting legislation, 

has meant that, in effect, almost anyone can acquire a croft, with the result that the prices 

being paid for a tenancy or ownership of croft land is now pegged to the value of non-croft 

property.   

 

The Committee of Inquiry held public meetings throughout the crofting counties and 

reported that a majority of these respondents: 
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…see the disposal of crofts solely on the basis of individual gain as gradually 

eroding crofting and placing its continuation at risk.  People who attended our 

meetings…[believed] that crofting would disappear within twenty years or so if 

individuals continued to sell their tenancies or croft land to the highest bidder. 

      (Shucksmith 2008: Section 2.3.2: 18) 

 

 

The Crofting Reform (Scotland) Act was passed in 2010, which in theory means that tenants 

and owner-occupiers will both have equal access to grants, but both will be equally required 

to occupy their croft and put the land ―to purposeful use‖.  It is not yet possible to predict 

whether the Crofters Commission will show sufficient resolve in regulating this section of 

the Act for it to have any effect on the value of croft land in the future. 

 

Norway 

In contrast, the way in which the valuation of agricultural land in Norway is regulated 

appears to be more effective.  The price of a Norwegian farm, according to the 

parliamentary agricultural committee of 1974, should be ―subject to a socially justifiable 

ceiling‖, (Landbruks- og matdepartementet 1980) i.e. reflect the income which the farm can 

produce.  Up until 2010 the Statens landsbruks forvaltning (Norwegian Agricultural 

Authority) gave the following price restrictions on agricultural land:  

 

1. The Agricultural Authority does not intervene if the price is under Nkr 750,000 

(£75,000) for any farm which has over 2.5 hectares of arable ground, along with 

grazing land and woodland which should include roads, water and sewage; any 

dwelling house is excluded from this valuation. 

2. If the price is above this level, then price regulation comes into force. 

     (Statens Landbruks Forvaltning 2010) 

 

The price level above which the Agricultural Authority intervenes was raised at the start of 

2010 to Nkr 1,500,000 (£150,000). If the price regulation is being applied, then it is 

determined using a system of rules for setting the minimum value of the ―fully cultivable 

agricultural land‖, which varies between geographic areas.  In the west part of Norway, the 
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price is set at 1,000 Nkr per dekar (as a dekar is a tenth of a hectare, this is equivalent to 

£1,000 a hectare), or less for less easily cultivable land.   

 

5.4.1 Comparison of land valuations 

However, in comparison, usual sale prices for bareland crofts (crofts without houses) in 

Trotternish command prices considerably higher than this - for example, in December 2010, 

two bareland crofts in Staffin are being offered for sale at £80,000 for 2.7 ha and £150,000 

for 5.2 ha (Skye Property Centre, 2010).  Although it is likely that most of the land would be 

classified as less easily cultivable, nevertheless, using the Norwegian price guide for 

agricultural land, this would indicate a price of £2,700 for the first croft and £5,200 for the 

second.   

 

The concept of a ―socially justifiable ceiling‖ for agricultural land appears to be respected by 

farmers in Norway, even when agricultural land is being sold for housing, or other 

development.  In Askvoll, the usual price for a house site ranges from 50,000 Nkr (£5,000) 

for a local person to 200,000 Nkr (£20,000) for a holiday house site.  In comparison, in 

Trotternish, house sites range in price from £35,000 to £75,000 (Skye Property Centre, 

2010).  

 

5.5 Interviewees’ responses 

The interviewees in both study areas were asked for their opinion on the land tenure system, 

whether they would like to see any changes and whether land tenure had any impact on their 

agricultural decisions. 

 

Trotternish 

In Trotternish, most of the land is owned by the Scottish Government and administered by 

the local office of the Environment and Rural Affairs Department (known as SEERAD at 

the time of interviewing).  This is a-typical of most estates in the crofting counties, where 

most usually, the landlord is an individual.  The majority of the crofters interviewed are 

content with this situation: 
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I‘m happy to pay rent; I don‘t see any reason to buy the croft.  SEERAD are fine, 

there are no difficulties with them. 

 (crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

One crofter of those interviewed has bought her croft under the 1976 act, but others see no 

advantage in doing so.  One crofter explained that he would not be interested: 

 

It would only make it more difficult to access grants.  

         (crofter 40s, 7ha) 

 

However, at the time of the interviews, croft grants could still be accessed by a smallholder 

of ―like economic status‖ – which does however require the owner occupier to go through a 

means test. 

 

These comments indicating that the crofters interviewed are happy to continue as tenants are 

typical of most of the views expressed on the crofting land tenure system.  However, one 

interviewee explained that he was considering purchase of his croft: 

 

I‘m threatening to buy it, maybe with the aim of selling it. 

         (crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

Once a crofter has bought his croft under the Crofter Right to Buy, he can then sell it, and 

there are no restrictions on who he can sell it to; becoming an owner occupier is therefore 

the best way to realise the highest monetary value for the croft.  This crofter did not have a 

strong interest in crofting, but continued croft work out of a sense of family duty.  It is 

interesting that, through his use of the word ―threatening‖, he indicates two things: firstly 

that he feels that it would be contentious if he were to sell the family croft; secondly, that it 

is not clear whether he will actually go through with his ―threat‖. 

 

One interviewee took a broader view on the potential for the community if there was a 

change to the current land tenure system: 
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Personally I‘d like to see the community owning the land, but I know I wouldn‘t get 

support for that idea locally. 

          (crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

This potential has been realised by one community in Trotternish.  Crofters in the connected 

townships of Borve and Annishader do now own their land, after the crofters bought out the 

landlord in 1994 and formed a trust which is a limited company.  The crofters pay rent to the 

Trust, of which all but one crofter are members.  They have leased the shooting rights back 

to the previous owner on a 99 year lease and own the mineral rights, but have not made any 

use of them yet.  Thus the crofters are still tenants, but tenants of themselves as a group.   

 

The question they were asked is, has this purchase of the two townships‘ land affected 

attitudes to land-use?   Interviewees explained that this has definitely had a positive impact, 

as one interviewee explained: 

 

Yes, it encouraged four sons of crofters to take over the crofts and we have 

completed three forestry schemes.  

(crofter 50s, 20ha) 

 

Besides the forestry scheme, the Borve and Annishader crofters experimented with fattening 

lambs in a shed, which they felt was only unsuccessful because of the lack of a local 

abattoir. 

 

Another interviewee was more ambivalent, although he seemed generally optimistic and 

could see that the fact of ownership could lead to a positive community benefit (house sites) 

in the future: 

 

…It makes things easier.  There is not a great advantage at the moment, but we‘re 

hoping to be able to offer house sites sometime.  

(crofter 60s, 14ha) 

 

Finally, one interviewee pointed out the, perhaps unexpected, social benefit gained as a 

result of the community ownership and management of their land: 
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It brought the community together. 

        (crofter 50s, 20ha) 

 

On the subject of the value of land, two of the crofters interviewed expressed concern that 

the price of croft tenancies and owner-occupied crofts is now so high that it is very difficult 

for local people, particularly the young, to acquire a croft: 

 

The biggest threat to crofting is the rise in land prices; it could ruin agriculture. 

         (crofter 50s, 20ha) 

 

Askvoll 

Interviewees in Askvoll offered very few opinions on the topic of land ownership.  This can 

be explained because ownership of the land has been a fixed system of land tenure for two 

centuries.  Norwegian farmers began to purchase their own farms at the end of the 17
th

 

Century (Dyrvik 1977, in Mykland 1979: 221) and by the nineteenth century the great 

majority of farmers were owner occupiers.  However, the majority now lease additional land 

from neighbours who have given up farming, so most farm businesses are in fact paying 

rent; nevertheless, the core of the farm is owner-occupied, and from the responses, farmers 

in Askvoll clearly find it hard to envisage any other land tenure system.   

 

One farmer in Askvoll runs a meat processing business, and did see that ownership of the 

land had been essential in his decision to diversify into his new business:  

 

I would never have set it up if I didn‘t own the land it is on.  

(farmer 70s, 10ha)   

 

A number of interviewees pointed to additional benefits which are accrued as a result of 

outright ownership of the land: shooting rights were mentioned as being a valuable part of 

ownership, because ―it means meat in the freezer‖ and also offers additional farm income 

through renting out the shooting rights.  One farm has developed the ―fall right‖ or right to 



Chapter 5 – Land Ownership 

 

80 
 

use falling water to generate electricity which is sold to the grid, and at least one other has 

plans to develop the right. 

 

One farming community, in Holmedal, Askvoll, has an area of communally owned and 

managed hill grazing land.   In this area there is also evidence of a wide range of different 

kinds of co-operative and communal work and projects, including communal sheep work 

through all stages of production, an access road and bridge to the hill grazing land, a hydro 

scheme, and maintenance of the village hall.  This will be discussed in the chapters entitled 

Cultural Factors (Chapter 9) and Confidence in the Future (Chapter 10). 

 

5.6 Conclusion 

Therefore, does ownership of the land affect land-use decisions, i.e. does a title to the land 

make a difference?   In Trotternish, it is harder to discern whether ownership, rather than 

tenancy of the land would have any effect, as most of the crofters interviewed had not taken 

the opportunity to buy their crofts, saying they could not see any advantage, or even 

perceived that it might be disadvantageous.   The reason for this attitude could be because a 

croft tenancy offers such security of heritable tenure that it is very close to ownership.  

However, one of the crofters interviewed perceived that changing his land tenure situation 

from tenancy to ownership would increase the potential to realise the highest return from his 

asset, if he were to sell (i.e. cease to become a crofter). 

 

In Askvoll, present day farmers look back on 200 years of farm ownership and can scarcely 

conceive of any other situation.   Although many of them also rent additional land from 

neighbouring farmers who have given up active farming, they clearly see themselves 

primarily as outright owners of their farms.  One farmer did feel that ownership of the land 

had enabled him to embark on a diversification project which he would not have 

contemplated had it been rented land. 

 

In Scotland, a crofting tenancy has (in theory) legal conditions which apply to occupancy 

and duty not to neglect the land.  Similarly, the legal conditions which apply in Norway to 

the purchase of agricultural holdings (above a minimum area) mean that the form of 
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ownership is restricted and thus removed from an open market, although the minimum area 

and the valuation placed on the land has been raised several times.   

 

The legalities governing inheritance in both countries also have similarities: the right of 

assignation of a croft to a family member, and the absolute right to pass on or ―bequest‖ a 

croft at death, both of which were enshrined in the 1886 Crofters Act, have a similar effect 

to the ―Udal‖ right in Norway where the eldest child in the family has the right to take over 

the farm. 

 

There are also similarities in the legal framework governing restrictions on who can get 

access to the land in both study areas. In Scotland, if a croft is assigned outside the family, 

the Crofters Commission has to approve the incoming tenant; if a croft is assigned within a 

family the Crofters Commission had no say in the matter up until 2007.  This ruling has now 

been changed under the Crofting Reform Act of 2007 so that an incoming tenant from 

within the family has to be approved in a similar fashion to a non-familial incoming tenant 

(Crofters Commission 2008).   

 

In comparison, the person taking over a Norwegian farm must prove their agricultural 

competence and through the ―dwelling and working requirement‖ live on and work the farm 

for at least five years (ten years through the Udal right).  In practice, however, a fritak 

(exemption) can be applied for, and if there is demand from neighbouring farmers for extra 

land, the farmland can be rented out. 

 

However, despite the similarities between the land tenure arrangements in both countries, 

there are some significant differences.  The most obvious difference between Norway and 

Scotland is that, unlike a farmer in Norway, a crofter in Scotland (unless he has bought the 

croft), pays rent, and even if he has bought the croft he still pays rent for his share in the 

common grazing; additionally, unlike a Norwegian farmer, he does not have the right to 

shoot over the croft or the common grazing.   
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On the question of regulation of duties of a land holder, further differences between 

Scotland and Norway become apparent.  It might be expected that under the system of 

crofting tenure which exists in Scotland, which is governed by regulatory legislation  on a 

wide range of duties of the crofter (including occupancy, neglect of land, and the agricultural 

suitability of an incoming tenant), a free market in crofts, part crofts and house sites on croft 

land might be restricted.  However, in practice, over the study period, the Crofters 

Commission has become increasingly unable or unwilling to regulate on these issues, with 

the result that owner occupied crofts and croft tenancies are frequently sold to the highest 

bidder, with few restrictions.  There is a much greater demand for houses and house-sites as 

holiday homes in Scotland than in Norway where it is common for town-dwellers to have 

hytter (huts) in the mountains for holidays.  The current high value of crofts and house sites 

has created the temptation for crofters to decide to either sell their croft in its entirety, as 

evidenced by the response from one interviewee, or reduce the cultivable area by selling off 

one or more house sites.  As identified by Professor Fiona MacKenzie, this change in how 

croft land is now valued is perceived by some interviewees as having a negative effect on 

the future of agriculture (Mackenzie 2010: 334). 

 

Since the beginning of 2010, within the context of bringing the Crofting Reform Bill to 

parliament during 2009/2010, the Crofters Commission was requested by Roseanna 

Cunningham, the Minister for the Environment, to initiate a programme to ensure occupancy 

of crofts.  A number of commentators, including Professor James Hunter, expressed the 

desire that the Crofting Reform Act 2010 should include measures that would have the 

effect of dampening speculation on crofts.  It remains to be seen whether those measures in 

the Act which emphasise the duties of tenants and owner occupiers will have this desired 

effect. 

 

On the question of communally owned land, there is one example from each study area 

which offers an interesting comparison.   In Trotternish, the combined crofting townships of 

Borve and Annishader show evidence of a successful development in communal land 

ownership, where the crofts and common grazing land were bought by the crofters from a 

private landlord.  There, interviewee responses indicate that the purchase has created 
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optimism for the future, leading to four new young crofters taking over crofts, and a 

willingness to experiment with diversification.  It is difficult to determine whether this 

willingness is caused solely by the fact that they own the land, or whether the increased 

community spirit reported, as a result of owning the land, has also played its part in an 

increased confidence which encourages agricultural innovation.  

 

Andy Wightman‘s point about producer co-operatives is certainly true in Norway where 

there are nationwide farmer-owned co-operatives which buy milk, animals for slaughter and 

timber.  These began as local co-operatives and have gradually amalgamated until they now 

cover the whole country.  It could well be that these co-operatives were founded on the 

confidence created by land ownership, but it is difficult to prove a causal relationship.   

 

While this study has not proved any causal relationship between individual ownership 

(rather than tenancy) of farms and an increase in farmers cooperatives, there is an indication 

that communal ownership of land by a community of small-scale farmers (or crofters) might 

lead to increased confidence, co-operation and a willingness to diversify.  The evidence 

from Borve and Annishader in Trotternish is further strengthened by the example in 

Holmedal in Askvoll.  This farming community reported a considerably wider range of 

communal and cooperative work practises, covering a range of agricultural and social 

activities, than is happening in any of the farming communities of the other farmers 

interviewed.   

 

These two examples from each study area suggest that communal ownership of the land is 

linked to, or can lead to, an increase in the sort of community-centric economies which 

Fiona Mackenzie identifies as being central to the economic, cultural and social needs of a 

community.  Further research of other examples would be profitable in order to see whether 

a stronger causal link could be established between communally-owned land and an 

increased likelihood of cooperative and communal working by small-scale farmers or 

crofters.
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6. DECISION MAKING AND GOVERNANCE 
 

If decision making processes are more local, does this have an impact? 

 

This chapter will consider whether a difference in governance structures between Askvoll 

and Trotternish could be a factor affecting land-use decisions in the two study areas; and 

whether different governance structures contribute to the support, or development, of local 

businesses and employment opportunities which are beneficial to those involved in small 

scale agriculture.  

 

A number of researchers have emphasised that effective local governance structures and 

delivery have the potential to increase economic performance and quality of life (Bryden & 

Hart, 2001).  In Sustainable Rural Communities in Crofting Areas (2007), John Bryden 

comments that local governance is generally not effective in rural Scotland, but states that: 

 

There is increasing recognition that governance structures and their effective 

functioning are critical for sustainable rural (or any other) development.    

         (Bryden 2007: 7) 

 

 A similar argument has been made for Norway by Roar Amdam, who argues that local 

government needs to develop an empowerment approach (rather than top-down planning) in 

order to stimulate regional development, while also pointing out the importance of 

recognising and exploiting the fact that people are motivated by local issues: 
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The empowerment approach…places the emphasis on direct democracy, autonomy 

in the decision-making of territorial organized communities, local self reliance and 

experiential social learning.  Its starting point is that the local society is most 

readily mobilized around local issues.  

       (Amdam, 2007: 3) 

 

Planning decisions, such as where houses or other developments can be sited, can affect 

agricultural land considerably, especially if agricultural units are small.  If planning 

authorities view arable or potentially arable land as a resource to be conserved, they can 

prevent it from being built on.  If local authorities support small scale agriculture they can 

lobby government departments (and where relevant to each country‘s status within Europe) 

to the European Union through its Committee of the Regions for supportive measures.  

Small farmers and crofters are usually dependent on sources of income other than 

agriculture, and most forms of diversification require grant assistance which is usually found 

through the local development agency.  Other official or semi-official bodies such as 

environmental agencies may also have an impact on the possibilities for diversification. 

 

In Sustainable Rural Communities in Crofting Areas Prof John Bryden has listed questions 

which might be asked ―of a sustainable community in a crofting context‖ (Bryden 2007: 5).  

Although the study concentrated on crofting in Scotland, the questions he poses have equal 

relevance for small scale agriculture in Norway.  Particularly relevant here is the question, 

―Are there effective and empowered local (community) governance structures that allow the 

goals and actions of sustainable development to be adapted to local strengths, weaknesses 

and opportunities, and have reasonable autonomy of revenue and decision making?‖ 

(Bryden 2007: 7). 

 

A sense of powerlessness over distant administrative centres was noted in a 1996 study 

commissioned by Rural Forum Scotland in which residents of four rural areas (Wester Ross, 

Angus, Harris and North Ayrshire) were interviewed on a wide variety of matters affecting 

rural living.  Participants were questioned on how they saw themselves in the administrative 

context of region and nation:   
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A key finding which emerges from the discussion of power and representation is 

the distance that respondents perceived existed between themselves, and people in 

positions of power.  In looking towards future policies for rural areas, many 

respondents felt that this central issue of powerlessness needed to be addressed, and 

means found for incorporating local views into policy formulation and 

implementation. 

        (Shucksmith et al 1996:461).   

 

As noted in this quote, distance can be ―perceived‖ i.e. psychological as well as physical.  In 

this study, though, the respective distance to council headquarters is strikingly different.  

The north of Trotternish, at almost 200km from Inverness, is further away from the centre of 

council decision-making than any other community in the whole of the Highland Region 

area.  In contrast, in Askvoll Kommune, no part of the administrative area is further than 

20km from the decision-making centre, although this area does include an island group, with 

a 20km ferry journey linking them to the mainland.   

 

In Robert Putnam‘s study (1996) of the fifteen Italian regional governments which were 

created in 1970 out of a previously extremely centralised state, there is shown to be a wide 

variation in the efficiency of these governments.  However, even in the south of Italy where 

―maladministration‖ is reported to be rife, there is no desire to return to rule from Rome: 

―After an hour of passionate and detailed criticism of his region by a southern mayor we 

asked whether things were better under the centralised regime.   Looking stunned at the 

naiveté of our question, he exclaimed ―for the love of God, no!‖ (Putnam 1996: 61). 

 

Evidence for the necessity of effective local governance was given as one of the key 

findings of the ―Dynamics of Rural Areas‖ (DORA) project, a study into factors influencing 

the success or otherwise of rural development which was carried out by the Arkleton Centre 

for Rural Development (Bryden & Hart 2001).  The project studied matched pairs of 

―leading‖ and ―lagging‖ areas across Europe and tried to match their performance against a 

number of ―tangible‖ and ―intangible‖ factors.  A key message of the study was that because 

each area was unique, the conclusion was that to be effective, development policies have to 

be matched to local circumstances:   
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It means that the actual priorities and measures have to be decided locally, by 

democratic process, involving all interests and agencies.  It also means that local 

authorities and agencies must have sufficient fiscal and other autonomy to exercise 

local power against the power of central and regional funding agencies.  

       (Bryden & Hart 2001: 57)   

 

This is an important point to be borne in mind when considering the effectiveness of local 

governance in Trotternish and Askvoll. 

 

In this study, one of the Scottish case-study pairs was particularly interesting in terms of the 

relation to governance.   Orkney, regarded as a ―leading‖ area, has had a unitary council 

since the 1976 local government reorganisation which has responsibility for all local 

functions.  Caithness, regarded as ―lagging‖, was previously a county with a county council, 

which then, in 1976, became a district within Highland Regional Council.  This meant that 

most local authority decisions for Caithness were taken in Inverness, and that all local 

authority decisions for Orkney were taken in Orkney. 

 

The DORA study quotes a respondent who stated that: 

 

...the major difference between Orkney and Caithness in terms of their local 

economic development is the fact that Orkney has a unitary council...All public 

decision making in Caithness is controlled from and made outside the county in the 

regional centre Inverness.  All the 35 respondents in Caithness felt that the re-

organisation of local authorities represented a backward step and felt that the term 

‗local power‘ no longer had meaning in the county.  

        (Atterton et al 2001:40)   

 

It is difficult, however, to make any meaningful assessment of how effective the pre 1976 

system was, as the economy of the county of Caithness has been dominated by Dounreay, 

the experimental fast breeder reactor project which began in 1955 and employed 2000 

people up until 1996 when decommissioning began (Atterton et al 2001: 67). 

 

The DORA project reported respondents in both areas commenting that people in Orkney 

are generally more forward-looking, confident and entrepreneurial than in Caithness, which 

the study suggests could be attributed to greater levels of governmental autonomy and local 
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ownership of the decision making process; in contrast, people in Caithness, the report states, 

feel themselves to be bound by events and decisions in Inverness and lack the freedom to act 

autonomously and thus develop such characteristics (Atterton et al 2001:76). 

 

The DORA report does not consider what effect these factors have on agriculture, but 

suggests that the more effective and empowered governance structures in Orkney have a 

positive effect on business confidence and sustainable development there. Can similar 

conclusions be drawn for the two areas studied in this project, including effects on land-use 

decisions? 

 

As has already been noted, there is a very large difference between Scotland and Norway in 

the way that power is distributed through the governance structures, and the two case-study 

areas illustrate this sharp contrast.  The system of local governance in Norway dates 

essentially from 1837, when the Norwegian parliament set up under the 1814 constitution 

passed two laws, formannskapslovene to set up local self-government districts based on 

church parishes, called formannskapdistrikter.  Later in the 19
th

 century the name was 

changed to herred, and in the 20
th

 century to kommune.  Pettersen and Rose (1996) explain 

that the reason why this system of local government was adopted in Norway was based on: 

 

…a fundamental belief that policies implemented at the local level should, to some 

extent be indirectly controlled by those living within the locality. 

        (Pettersen & Rose 1996: 53) 

 

They also point out that since 1945, the functions and powers of local government have 

increased to the extent that 60% of all public spending occurs at a sub-national level 

(counties and kommunes).  This compares with about a figure of 45% for Scotland (Scottish 

Government Publications 2006). 
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6.1 Local governance in the study-areas 
 

Trotternish 

Up until 1976, Trotternish was part of the county of Inverness, and the council sat in 

Inverness.  The county covered an area of 10,587 sq km and stretched from the town of 

Inverness in the east to the islands of Harris and Uist in the west.  A two tier system was 

introduced, with the local government reorganisation of 1976, when Trotternish became part 

of Highland Region.  The Regional council, which also sat in Inverness, governed an area of 

over 26,000 sq km with a population over 200,000.  Its main responsibilities were for health, 

education, and most major roads.  At the same time, district councils were created with 

responsibility for housing, planning and cultural services.  This governing structure is shown 

in fig 11. 

 

Trotternish became part of the Skye and Lochalsh district, which had an area of 2,690 sq km 

and a population of 11,700, and the council met in Portree.  There was an option to create 

community councils at a lower level and this was taken up in many places, including 

Kilmuir (the larger of the two parishes in Trotternish).  Community councils ―do not have 

statutory duties or powers, and are essentially voluntary bodies established within a statutory 

framework‖ (Highland Council 2001).  They were, and are, virtually without any budget, 

and are, thus, only opinion gathering bodies which can feed requests and information 

forward to the relevant district or regional council.  Community councils serve a similar size 

of population to the Norwegian kommune, but with only an advisory role compared to the 

kommune‘s extensive powers. 

 

In 1996, there was a further reorganisation, when the district tier was abolished and 

Highland Council was recreated as a unitary council.  This structure is represented in fig 12. 

The district council areas were retained as management areas and the councillors 

representing these areas (six for Skye and Lochalsh) met as an area committee.  Though 

there were still offices and an area manager in Portree the main council meetings were all 

held in Inverness.  Community councils retained their function as before.   Highland 

Council‘s total budget for the financial year 2006-07 was £488M (the year of the 

interviews), of which approximately 80% came directly from the Scottish Government and 
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the remainder from the ―council tax‖ which is levied by the Council on households and 

businesses.  

 

Fig 11: Diagram of local governance Trotternish 1976-1996   

 

 

Fig 12: Diagram of local governance Trotternish 1996-2010 
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Askvoll 

In contrast to Trotternish, Askvoll has a much more localised system of local governance.  

Askvoll is a kommune, (sometimes called ―municipality‖ in English) which has a council of 

23 members, each of whom is elected to represent the whole population of the kommune 

(3,000+).  The kommune has control of education to school leaving level, primary health and 

social care, local economic development, local planning, local culture and the church, and 

local roads, through a budget of over 100Mkr (£10M) derived from local taxes (44%) and 

government grants.  A higher level of governance is provided by the fylke (county) of Sogn 

og Fjordane population (200,000).   Central government is represented at county level by the 

County Governor 

 

     Fig 13: Diagram of local governance Askvoll 
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grazings in the crofting counties of Scotland, this has now been reduced to 123, as a result of 

a Crofters Commission initiative (Davis 2010).  The grazings committee is elected by the 

crofters of the township (who have a share in the common grazing) and is required to 

enforce grazing regulations and maintain the land and any fixed equipment through 

subscriptions; they can also undertake improvement projects, including, since 1992, to 

develop Crofter Forestry schemes.  The common grazing is rented from the landlord, with 

each shareholder individually paying rent for his share (Reid, 2003).  However, where there 

has been a crofters buyout (as in Assynt or Borve and Annishader) or a community buyout 

(as in North Harris) of a crofting township or estate, rent is still paid, but the landlord is a 

crofters trust in the first example, or a community trust in the second.   

 

In Norway, there is a remarkably similar arrangement for managing communal grazing land, 

although, unlike in Scotland, the land is jointly owned by the farmers, rather than rented.  A 

sankelag (translated as gathering
7
 team or association) is registered with the 

Landbruksdepartmentet (Department of Land-use) and has the responsibility of submitting 

an annual agricultural return.  The sankelag, which has a ‗leader‘ and a secretary, manages 

the common grazing land, organizes the livestock work, and can undertake land and 

agricultural infrastructure improvements.   

 

6.2 Business development 

Grants and loans for community and business development in Trotternish were available 

until 2006 through the Skye and Lochalsh Local Enterprise Company (SALE) - since 2006 

absorbed into HIE Skye and Wester Ross.  This was part of the network of Local Enterprise 

companies working under the umbrella organisation ―Highlands and Islands Enterprise‖ 

(HIE) set up in 1991, with its head office in Inverness.  The local enterprise companies had 

their own independent funding and decisions on that funding were made, until 2007, by a 

board of local directors.  HIE stressed at the time that these Local Enterprise companies 

were ―truly devolved organisations, closely connected with local people‖ and that the 

directors were appointed through a ―publically available appointment process...by a 

nomination panel containing independent local representation from outside the company.‖  

                                            
7
 i.e. as in the sense of gathering livestock 
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(HIE 2003).  During the 1990s and early 2000s they were able to award grants of up to 

£50,000 (Muir R 2010) and their 2004 annual report shows that £1.6M was distributed as 

grants.  The system changed from 2007 with the election of a new Nationalist government in 

Scotland, and this is discussed further on in this chapter. 

 

In Norway, the kommune has a fund, the ―kommunal næringsfondet”, which gives financial 

support for the establishment and development of small businesses.    This offers a 50% 

grant up to 75,000 Nkr (£7,500) for a business plan, or the development of an idea, and a 

25% grant up to 150,000 Nkr (£15,000) for investment.  These are relatively small amounts, 

and for larger amounts a business must go to Innovasjon Norge, the state owned business 

development company which has offices all over the country.   The nearest office to Askvoll 

is in Førde, approximately 50km to the east.  Innovasjon Norge disbursed 236.8M Nkr 

(£23.8 M) as grant assistance in Sogn og Fjordane county during 2008.   

 

6.3 Institutions 

The DORA Study, discussed previously, described government and governance as 

―institutions‖ and how the role of institutions was examined by sub-dividing the factor into 

four variables (Atterton et al 2001:40).  These variables were: 

 

1) Institutional Autonomy – the freedom of local authorities and public agencies to act 

in the local economic interest, with reference to the rules governing this relationship 

and the way these are interpreted; 

2) Institutional Co-operation, - the way in which local institutions work together for the 

common purpose of improving competitiveness; 

3) Institutional Responsiveness –  local access to policy agendas and processes, and the 

extent to which these are influenced by local concerns; 

4) Institutional Effectiveness –  the efficiency of public institutions in relation to local 

economic performance; 

 

I used these variables to analyse the responses given by interviewees during conversations 

about local decision making in both Askvoll and Trotternish. 
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6.3.1 Institutional autonomy 

Crofters in Trotternish and farmers in Askvoll were first asked about their own experience 

of officials - those they have had dealings with, and how those officials make their 

decisions. 

 

In Trotternish many of the crofters interviewed were satisfied with their experience of 

officials from different government and development agencies.  Their experience was 

straightforward – as long as the rules were followed: 

  

 [I‘ve] dealt with the planning officer from Highland Council –  built a house and a 

shed without any trouble – the Department of Agriculture – yes, they‘re helpful, 

their rules are strict but also simple. 

         (crofter 40s, 11ha) 

 

Mention was made of some rules that were inappropriate for the local situation and should 

be adapted: for instance there is a local body encouraging crofters to diversify into 

horticulture (Skye and Lochalsh Horticultural Development Group).  Polytunnels are one of 

the key developments that can improve horticultural potential in this climate, however, one 

crofter remarked that: 

 

Skye and Lochalsh is the only place where you need planning permission to put up 

a polytunnel.  

        (crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

This is not strictly true as planning permission is only required if the polytunnel is within a 

certain distance of a public road; otherwise, polytunnels are covered by the same ―prior 

notification‖ planning requirement as agricultural buildings (Highland Council 2010).  In Na 

h-Eileanan Siar (Western Isles) planning permission is also required, though this is not a 

blanket requirement over the whole of Scotland as it now is in England (Hudson 2007).  

 

Turning to consideration of the local authority, little confidence was placed in the capacity 

of any of the councils to formulate appropriate policies.  One crofter suggested that: 
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People don‘t have much confidence that the community council can do anything, 

nor Highland Council, nor the local Councillor. 

         (crofter 40s, 7ha) 

 

Another respondent explained how tight budgets at Highland Council level meant that a 

councillor was powerless to carry out the wishes of the local population: 

 

Any request is likely to be met with ―no money for that!‖ Thus being a councillor is 

not a popular job and probably the most suitable people do not want to do it.  

        (crofter 60s, 4ha) 

 

In Askvoll, there was much more satisfaction from dealing with officials at the very local 

(kommune) level: 

 

We‘ve always had good help from the local agencies.  

         (farmer 40, 10ha) 

 

Locally, I‘ve no complaints.  For technical help, financial help, the kommune is 

excellent. 

         (farmer 70s, 6.5ha) 

 

One farmer contrasted his satisfaction at the most local level with what he saw as 

bureaucracy at the upper level of local government (the fylke or county): 

 

I‘ve had no problems at kommune level but some at county level – things like 

grant-giving bodies being very slow in handling applications, and the technical 

services being inflexible over designs. 

         (farmer 40s, 20ha)  

 

People seemed also to be generally satisfied with the work of the kommune in its many 

functions: 

The kommune and the county give good support to the Farm Relief Service, and to 

plant research.  

        (farmer 60s, 27 ha) 
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The kommune now has recently been given more power in relation to building 

regulations and, they are selling sites, and it‘s now easier to get planning 

permission. 

         (farmer 50s, 6ha) 

 

Buses and ferries are organised at county level, and seem to be well integrated – connections 

are reported to work well, and one farmer attributed this to the kommune:  

 

The kommune has transport well organised anyhow.  

        (farmer 70s, 7.5ha) 

 

It was also recognised though, that the kommune has its limitations: 

 

The kommune has good intentions but little money, but does try when it comes to 

creating new businesses. 

         (farmer 60s, 6.5ha) 

 

According to interviewees‘ impressions, then, it is perceived that there is more institutional 

autonomy in Askvoll, that the institutions there have more freedom to act in the local 

interest, at least at kommune level, than those in Trotternish.  This level includes planning, 

farm regulation and business development. 

 

6.3.2 Institutional co-operation 

The opinion of interviewees in Trotternish was that there was little co-operation between 

agencies.  Many crofters felt there should be more alignment of policy between different 

agencies – or even some communication between them: 

  

The Department [of Agriculture] are supportive, but the LEC [local enterprise 

company]  and the Council don‘t work together – eg the Council will try to stop a 

house being built or a new business being established – that means people lose 

confidence before they‘ve even started.  

        (crofter 40, 5ha) 

 

There is no connection between the different bodies; you need to explain your case 

every time you speak to a different agency. 

        (crofter 40, 7ha) 
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In Askvoll none of the respondents mentioned any such problem.  This is not surprising, as 

the officials representing the kommune (which includes business development) share a 

building with the other officials from government departments including agriculture.  These 

officials all meet together once a week, so there is at the very least an awareness of what 

different departments are doing (Grytøyra G 2006).    

 

In Trotternish, the LEC board (representing the whole of Skye and Lochalsh) was made up 

of representatives from local businesses, but the Department of Agriculture and Forestry 

(later Scottish Executive Rural Affairs Dept) employees had no connection with it (Muir R 

2010).  The Crofters Commission, as remarked earlier, is a government appointed executive 

body, based in Inverness, as is Scottish Natural Heritage which although it has a local office 

in Portree was not seen by interviewees as an agency which cooperates with other agencies. 

 

6.3.3 Institutional responsiveness 

Crofters and farmers were asked if government departments and other agencies were 

believed to be responding to local needs when they formulate policies, and if they listen to 

people.  Various views were put forward in Trotternish in answer to this question.  Some 

crofters were of the opinion that they would not be listened to.  One stated: 

 

I don‘t think they do listen, not many people try to give them their opinions 

anyway. 

         (crofter 40, 5ha) 

 

This opinion was confirmed by another crofter who described that impression of 

powerlessness:  

 

They follow their own policies and you would need to be sure of yourself, with 

clear plans and evidence, before you would be listened to.  

        (crofter 40, 7ha) 

 

A major part of the work of the farmers‘ and crofters‘ representative organisations (National 

Farmers Union of Scotland and Scottish Crofters Foundation) is to convey local concerns to 
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government departments.  These organisations were mentioned in this context by another 

respondent who bemoaned the lack of membership in the area: 

 

People don‘t try! [to put forward opinions].  Lots of them are members of the 

Scottish Agricultural College (so that they get help with filling in forms) but they 

don‘t take anything to do with the NFU, SCF etc. 

        (crofter 40, 5ha) 

 

The comment here is that many crofters are members of the Scottish Agricultural College 

Advisory service, which gives help with filling in grant forms.  Despite this opinion, some 

of the crofters interviewed were members of the Scottish Crofters Foundation and believed it 

had at least some influence in affecting policy: 

 

The Crofters Foundation – I‘m a member.  I believe they do some good.  They put 

forward the crofters‘ viewpoint to the government.  

        (crofter 60, 5ha ) 

 

I feel they can have some kind of effect on the government - we‘d be a lot worse off 

without them.  

        (crofter 65, 19ha)  

 

However, others thought people had some opportunities to express their opinions but that 

their opinions had limited influence on decision makers: 

 

There‘s plenty of opportunity for people to put opinions forward, but the 

government doesn‘t listen to them.  Well, an MP might listen to you but when it 

comes to a minister, they‘ve got their own agenda. 

        (crofter 40,11ha) 

 

There was recognition that consultation did take place, particularly with the planning 

department, but that this in itself was not easy for people to take part in, and that people 

found it hard to deal with so many consultations: 
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 There was consultation over the Local Plan [a proposed five year plan from 

 the Department of Planning] but to keep up with all consultations from 

 different bodies would be a full time job. 

         (crofter 50, 24ha) 

 

Some people were more positive about consultation and believed that they could influence 

local policies: 

 

I‘m on the Community Council and we are putting forward recommendations to 

Highland Council for the local plan just now.  [G.P.: Will they listen to you?]  They 

have to – if you give them a good enough rattling, they‘ll listen to you! 

       (crofter 60s, 14ha) 

 

However, when it comes to agricultural support, this has little to do with the Council, as 

policies are formulated at government or EU level and grants administered by the (earlier) 

Department of Agriculture and Forestry, now Scottish Government Rural Payments and 

Inspections Directorate.  Crofters interviewed seemed to feel that they could have little 

effect on agricultural policy, or even on the administration of grants.  Again and again, the 

opinion was voiced that policies and agricultural development schemes were formulated at 

the top: 

 

Most schemes are very much ruled from Inverness.  They follow policies given to 

them from above. 

        (crofter 50s, 24ha) 

 

Agriculture has been devolved to the Scottish Parliament.  Therefore, since 1999, decisions 

on policy have been taken in Edinburgh rather than Westminster, and so in theory it should 

be easier to influence these decisions than previously: 

 

JF Munro [The local Member of the Scottish Parliament] has a platform in the 

Edinburgh Parliament that he certainly wouldn‘t have in Westminster, but there are 

some very powerful civil servants with their own agenda.  [G.P.: What is that?]  

Saving money!  

       (crofter 50s, 20ha) 
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In a survey measuring the performance of Highland Council, conducted by Snedden 

Economics (2008), 1820 respondents (over the whole council area) were asked about their 

level of satisfaction with council services over the previous six years.  This is broken down 

into council ―wards‖ i.e. electoral districts, and the nearest level to the Trotternish case study 

is ―Eilean a‘ Cheò‖, which is the whole of Skye.  Here the number of respondents was 93.  

The Council‘s performance is seen as ―about what is expected‖ by 59% of all respondents in 

2008, a figure which is fairly consistent over the six year period.  For ―Eilean a‘ Cheò‖ this 

figure was 66%.  However, when these respondents were asked to rank the importance of 

council services, the highest scoring services were road repairs (46%).  For ―Eilean a‘ Cheò 

road repairs were also highest in importance at 62%.   Services relevant to land use and 

business were much further down the list – with ―Planning for future land use‖ at 12%, 

―economic development/business support‖ at 2%, in 2008 (though this had decreased 

gradually from 4% since 2003).  In ―Eilean a‘ Cheò‖, planning for future land-use scored 

slightly lower at 10%  but ―economic development/business support slightly higher at 4%.   

 

The results show that most people do not see business development or land-use planning as 

an important function of the Council, that most people are more concerned about the state of 

the roads.  However, as Highland Council does not have a remit to develop, support or 

regulate crofting – apart from powers to permit or refuse planning applications for 

developments on croft land – therefore people were not given the opportunity to say whether 

the Council should, or could, become involved in crofting matters.  

 

The local development officer from Highland Opportunities (the development trust formed 

as an offshoot from Highland Council in 1986) explained in an interview (Danter A 2009) 

that development agencies tend to follow policies formulated by ―professional policy 

makers‖, based on academic research, though he thought that ―individual development 

workers can be creative‖.  He implied that this became more difficult as organisations 

became bigger, and an ―HQ mentality – constantly looking in‖ formed.  Highland 

Opportunities judges its performance by looking at demographic statistics, though it is 

difficult to see how any change can be attributed took one organisation‘s activity.  They also 

measure performance by using individual case studies as ―outcome indicators‖. 
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The accountability of the Local Enterprise Companies is criticised in a paper on rural 

governance and local involvement by Danny MacKinnon (2002), who suggests that the 

unelected Local Enterprise Companies are characterised by an absence of local 

accountability, and ―that the emphasis on community and local involvement actually serves 

to mask a lack of local control over local state agencies‖ (MacKinnon 2002:309).   There 

may have been a certain amount of truth in this after the LECs were reformed, following the 

Enterprise Network Review of 2000 (Scottish Executive 2001) which was instigated by the 

newly created Scottish Executive.  This reform abolished local membership of the Local 

Enterprise Company.  When these Local Enterprise Companies were created, in 1991, 

budget decisions, which under the previous Highlands and Islands Development Board 

(HIDB) had been taken in Inverness, were now devolved to the LEC boards.  Skye and 

Lochalsh LEC had a membership scheme, made up of business and community 

representatives.   The LEC area manager explained in an interview that they made an effort 

to ensure good local representation on the board: 

 

We had around 100 members and we‘d see around 70-80 members at annual 

meetings which were a good sounding board for the performance of the LEC.  We 

tried to have a good geographical and a good sectoral coverage on the board, 

through public adverts and inviting the membership to put people forward.   Each 

LEC board developed a local business plan and put forward a ―bidding document‖.  

There was then an exchange of documents between the LEC and HIE in Inverness, 

leading to an agreement for the funding year.  There was flexibility in the course of 

the year, we could go back and re-negotiate.   

        (Robert Muir, 2010)  

 

He agreed that, since the abolition of membership in 2001, local control had been lessened.  

A further reform occurred in 2007 under the SNP government which abolished the local 

boards altogether. 

 

In the crofting areas, croft land is regulated by the Crofters Commission, an executive non-

departmental public body, located in Inverness, whose members, the ―commissioners‖ are 

(since 1999) appointed by the Scottish Government.  The Commission was seen as 

ineffective, or worse, by all those who expressed an opinion.  A number of interviewees 
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gave the example of controversial instances of land being removed from crofting for house 

sites, and commented that: 

 

The Crofters Commission seems to have lost its way.  It seems to be a lot of 

bureaucrats who do not listen to crofters – many of them are professional civil 

servants.  I also get the feeling that there is a hidden agenda. 

        (crofter 60s, 4ha)  

 

The (crofters) Commission just goes with the flow - lets anything go ahead. 

        (crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

Although these decisions about allowing the sale of house sites could be seen as responding 

to individual need, communities have often been opposed to individuals reducing croft land 

for their own financial benefit (Committee of Inquiry into Crofting 2008).  So, the 

comments imply that the Crofters Commission is not responsive to crofting and community 

needs. 

 

Conservation bodies are often seen as causing problems by not listening to local opinion.  

Scottish Natural Heritage (the government body which deals with nature conservation) and 

the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (an independent society for bird conservation 

which has almost a million members over the whole of the UK) were the two environmental 

organisations which were most criticized by the Trotternish interviewees.  According to one 

crofter: 

  

SNH and RSPB - I get the feeling they don‘t value people that much:  for example, 

with the NVA project [an outdoor lighting project] the community wanted to put it 

on the Quirang, but SNH moved it to the Storr, because they wanted to do up the 

footpath there.  That meant that the visitors all stayed in Portree rather than in 

Staffin.  

         (crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

In Askvoll there is much more awareness and a cautious confidence in the democratic 

process.  Farmers were asked whether government departments are responding to local 



Chapter 6 – Decision Making and Governance 

 

103 
 

needs when they formulate policies.  In other words, how much can people in Askvoll affect 

policies at different levels through representatives?  

 

There are two organisations which represent farmers‘ and smallholders‘ interests at 

government level are the Bondelag (farmers‘ Union) and the Bonde og Småbrukerlag or 

NBS (Farmers‘ and Smallholders‘ Union).  Both organisations take part in the annual 

negotiations with the government which set farm commodity prices for the following year.  

The Bondelag which has 61,000 members tends to represent the larger (by Norwegian 

standards) farmers, and the NBS which has 7,000 members, the smaller farmers.  Most of 

those interviewed were members of one or other of these organisations. 

 

Farmers were asked if these organisations can take local issues to higher levels and thus 

affect policies.  Some farmers were confident that they could: 

 

If there is a strong local representative with a good relationship with politicians, the 

bondelag can achieve something. 

         (farmer 40s, 10ha) 

 

However others gave a more qualified response on how much the Bondelag can achieve, 

while still valuing the democratic nature of the organization: 

 

There‘s an annual agreement with the government [on prices]; a very democratic 

process; there‘s a lot of compromise, but the intentions are good. 

         (farmer 30s, 12ha) 

 

A small group of the farmers interviewed, however, were negative about both the NBS and 

the Bondelag, one of them commenting: 

 

The Bondelag has too few members now, and because there are fewer farmers, it 

has little effect. 

         (farmer 30s, 24ha) 
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Farmers were then asked if they thought that parliamentary representatives could make sure 

local issues were heard at governmental level.  The answers indicated that the interviewees 

believe in democracy and feel confidence that they can express their opinion; although there 

was recognition that as a small political unit, Askvoll was restricted in what it could achieve, 

there was a sense of confidence that if a partnership could be formed with other similar 

political units, this could have an impact: 

 

If we believe in democracy we have to answer ―yes‖.  Certainly Askvoll on its own 

can‘t do much, but if we can get a lot of ―Askvolls‖ together we can achieve 

something.   

        (farmer 60s, 20ha) 

 

We have a democratic process, and everyone can express their opinion, say through 

the bondelag.  There are political channels available too – we have four MPs in [the 

county of] Sogn og Fjordane. 

         (farmer 30s, 20ha) 

 

The question of institutional responsiveness raised a variety of opinions in both study areas.  

Trotternish gave perhaps the greater range, from belief that there were possibilities for 

affecting policy, to complete disillusionment over any such possibility.  In Askvoll, there 

was awareness of democratic channels, and a confidence in the democratic process, although 

whether it was actually effective was not evident. 

 

6.3.4 Institutional effectiveness 

Judging by the responses quoted in the section on Institutional Autonomy, most people in 

both study areas are satisfied with the local officials of most institutions.  However, in 

Trotternish, dissatisfaction was expressed about the effectiveness of several government 

bodies, such as the Crofters Commission.  Criticism of the Crofters Commission was also 

seen at public meetings held in 2007 by the Committee of Inquiry on Crofting (the 

Shucksmith Enquiry).  At the only meeting held in Skye, which was attended by over 120 

people, in Broadford on 25 June, comments such as this were made: 
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…the Crofters Commission should be completely restructured and 50% of 

membership elected. 

     (Committee of Inquiry into Crofting 2007)  

 

In respect of regulation, comments such as the following were frequent and indicate that 

many crofters do not feel that the Crofters‘ Commission represents their views: 

 

…this will require a collective approach...with greater input from crofting 

townships. 

     (Committee of Inquiry into Crofting 2007) 

    

Other organisations were mentioned by several crofters as giving little consideration to the 

opinions or needs of local communities by placing economic and regulatory restrictions on 

agricultural management practices: 

 

SEPA [Scottish Environmental Protection Agency] is a quango that is in no way 

democratic, but it puts a charge on things like dipping [sheep].  

        (crofter 50s, 24ha) 

 

SNH (Scottish Natural Heritage) seems to just put a stop to things going ahead - 

although the local man is very reasonable. 

         (crofter 50, 12ha) 

 

When questioned on any effects from global changes, crofters talked mainly about 

regulations imposed by the European Union, which was seen as a distant bureaucracy.  

Some comments were negative, but powerlessly accepting: 

 

The EU just ruins things, like our water which was fine, but now it‘s got to have 

chlorine in it and it‘s spoilt it.  

        (crofter 50s, 12ha) 

 

There were also comments which blamed the government for being too accepting of EU 

directives: 
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I‘m aware of EU regulations, and feel that the government just accepts them rather 

than, say Spain and France, their governments seem to just keep going in their own 

way and don‘t accept the EU rules. 

         (crofter 40s, 7ha) 

 

Everyone interviewed complained about the increase in paperwork, which was associated 

with the EU.  Older people found it a real trial: 

 

It‘s a job with all the rules and forms forever piling in – I use SAC (Scottish 

Agricultural College) for help with forms.   

        (crofter 60, 5ha) 

 

Though people were aware of cheaper imported food (e.g. lamb from New Zealand) it 

appeared that they were not aware of the significance of trade agreements between countries 

and blocs of countries in deciding prices and the level of subsidies.   The EU tended to get 

blamed for everything. 

 

In Askvoll, there seemed to be a general feeling that as a result of the fall in numbers of 

farmers over recent years, the government was much less concerned about agriculture, and 

the farmers‘ organisations had lost influence, and were unable, or unwilling, to fight to 

regain that influence: 

 

The Bondelag has too few members now (there are so few farms now) – so it hasn‘t 

much effect.  MPs will speak up for us, but maybe don‘t have that much sway in 

parliament. 

         (farmer 60, 27ha) 

 

National policies have ruined much in farming.  The bondelag [farmers union] 

dares not shout too loud – they are very ―nice‖ in their protests.  

        (farmer 40, 20ha)  

 

The Smallholders‘ Union (NBS) was thought to have even less effect: 

 

I was a member of the NBS – which certainly has less influence than the bondelag. 

It has fewer members, and has had some difficulties with romanticism. 

         (farmer 60, 6.5ha) 
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It was recognised that the future of farming is very much in the hands of politicians: 

 

If there isn‘t the political will to keep agriculture going, there won‘t be any 

agriculture here.  It depends on the politicians - Norway is a high cost country. 

         (farmer 30s, 20ha) 

 

Although the farmers believe that there is a democratic process in Norway, most considered 

that they could have little effect on government policies, largely because of the European 

Union (EU).  The EU is seen as a major and negative influence.  There has been a vociferous 

movement against it in Norway, and two referenda have been held on membership (in 1974 

and 1993), both of which recorded a majority ―no‖ vote.  Despite this opposition, the 

country joined the European Economic Agreement in 1993, which means that Norway has a 

trading agreement with the EU and accepts EU directives, but has no representation in 

formulating EU policies. 

 

People were very aware of the EU with its regulations and directives.  The EU is seen as a 

distant bureaucracy with aims and regulations which do not suit Norway: 

 

The EU has had a very negative effect.  There are regulations which the Norwegian 

authorities are concerned to follow to the letter, regulations which in practice are 

not followed in other countries.  

        (farmer 40, 20ha)  

 

I was active in both the 1974 and 1993 ‗NO to the EU‘ movements.  It‘s a project 

that is far too big. I also feel that the leaders are out of step with the ordinary citizen 

- much more taken up with profit and economics.  

        (farmer 60 6.5ha) 

 

A farmer who was hoping to diversify into home slaughtering was well aware of the 

practicalities.  At the time of the interviews (2006) the EU was trying to force Norway to 

open its borders for trade in live animals: 
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I see the EEA as a problem creator, a political Ragnarokk, for the likes of animal 

diseases etc. They‘ve brought in regulations that are daft for Norway, e.g. for offal 

disposal. 

         (farmer 70, 9ha) 

 

Farmers appeared to have little idea of the effect of the World Trade Organisation (WTO) 

agreement, which Norway signed up to in 1992.  Only one interviewee mentioned the 

lowering of import duties as a result of the WTO agreement: 

.  

One of the effects is falling food prices as a result of reduced protection.   

       (farmer 30, 12ha) 

 

Before the signing of the agreement with the World Trade Organisation, commodity prices 

in Norway were kept higher than prices in surrounding countries, which ensured a higher 

income for farmers.  These higher prices cannot be sustained once import restrictions are 

reduced, though as discussed in Chapter 4, the import tariffs have not been reduced as 

quickly as the WTO would have wished.  Lower food prices are popular with consumers, 

but make farming less economic, particularly on the smaller units.   

 

Milk, as a perishable commodity, has so far escaped competition though there was a fear 

that milk might be imported from Denmark (Bonde og Småbruker 2009).  Indeed the 

agricultural officer for Askvoll remarked that its price is independent from government 

intervention: 

 

It is vulnerable to depend on subsidies – they can disappear with a stroke of the 

political pen.   But the milk price has been quite stable for many years.  The 

creamery sets the price, and it is a co-operative - there are no shareholders who are 

not farmers.  

     (Askvoll Agricultural Officer, 2006) 

 

So, in both study areas there is doubt expressed about institutional effectiveness, in fact 

many institutions especially at national and international level are seen as working against 

successful small-scale agriculture in both North West Norway and North West Scotland. 
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6.4 Conclusion 

Therefore, to what extent do governance structures in these two case-study areas affect land-

use decisions by small scale farmers and crofters? 

 

In both case-study areas, most interviewees expressed satisfaction with local government 

and agricultural officials.  However, in Trotternish many people explained that they had no 

influence over agricultural policy, which was seen as being imposed from above, although 

implemented by local officials.  The interview responses showed that there was a general 

lack of conviction in Trotternish that local government could achieve anything and a similar 

but slightly less general view that people could have little effect on decisions taken.   

Furthermore, it should be noted that those matters over which people can have some 

influence locally (such as planning decisions) are generally unconnected to, or not usually 

part of core agricultural activities. 

 

This contrasted with the view in Askvoll that democratic channels exist for local needs to be 

conveyed to government level, and that some of these democratic processes directly involve 

agriculture.  In reality, however, people admitted that these channels were weakening and 

that, with the falling number of farmers, the organisations representing them were weaker. 

 

Interviewees in both case-study areas felt powerless in the face of EU regulations, and felt 

that their respective governments were powerless to resist these regulations. 

 

Considering the variables suggested by the DORA project then, looking first at Institutional 

Autonomy, the biggest contrast between the two case-study areas is at the lowest level of 

local government, where the corresponding councils representing each area have a totally 

different level of responsibility, as detailed at the beginning of the chapter.  Askvoll 

kommune has a budget of NKr 100M (£10M), 44% of which is derived from local taxes, 

whereas the community councils in Trotternish have effectively no budget.   

 

The development agencies are similar.  Although Askvoll Kommune development 

department can give out small grants, larger grants have to be sought from Innovasjon Norge 
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whose office is in Førde, though the initial approach is through the kommune representative.  

Similarly, for the local development agency for Skye and Lochalsh, where larger grants have 

to be approved by the head office in Inverness. 

 

Conservation bodies affecting land-use in Trotternish were felt by those crofters interviewed 

who commented on the topic, as placing unnecessary restrictions on their own freedom to 

make land-management decisions which are seen by the conservation bodies as impacting 

on the environment. 

 

Institutional co-operation is perceived as minimal in Trotternish, though SALE made an 

effort to have geographic and sectoral representation on its board.  It was reported that there 

is considerably more co-operation in Askvoll, where the various agencies work out of the 

same building and hold joint weekly meetings.   

 

Institutional responsiveness raised a variety of opinions in both study areas.  Trotternish 

gave perhaps the greater range, from belief that there were possibilities for affecting policy, 

to complete disillusionment over any such possibility.  There were some interviewees who 

felt that, generally, other crofters were not even attempting to affect policies.  There were 

varying opinions on how much influence the Scottish Crofting Foundation (now the Scottish 

Crofting Federation) could have when, as some believed, government, or at least civil 

servants, regard small-scale agriculture as an expensive anomaly.  In Askvoll, there was 

awareness of democratic channels, but generally some doubt about how effective these were, 

and how effective the two farmers‘ organisations could be, when declining numbers mean 

that the government is less concerned about their interests. 

 

Institutional effectiveness is more difficult to assess, but interviewees in both Trotternish 

and Askvoll were critical of agencies working at national government level and particularly 

of policies originating at EU level.  The most local level agencies were seen as more 

effective in both study areas. 

 



Chapter 6 – Decision Making and Governance 

 

111 
 

We could say, therefore, that the governance structures have been, or have had the potential 

to be, more effective and empowered in Askvoll (and in Norway generally as opposed to 

Scotland).  However, despite this apparently more effective local governance in Norway, 

outward migration to the cities is continuing, and the number of active farmers in Askvoll is 

still falling; therefore it seems that there are other factors at work which to some extent 

counteract this effectiveness.     

 

However, responses suggest that the governance structures do assist confidence in the wider 

business community.  Askvoll certainly has a number of locally owned businesses, ranging 

from the larger Helle Kniv, and Klausen Mek, to three family salmon farming businesses, 

eight large fishing boats and two fish processing factories.  More recently, established 

businesses seem to be smaller, and directed more toward tourism, though a stone exporting 

factory and a net mending business have been established within the last few years.  

Interviewees spoke with cautious optimism of new employment prospects, particularly on 

the islands, and of out-migrants returning to Askvoll, and as can see in Chapter 10 a number 

of farmers are developing farm-based enterprises. 

 

Trotternish has few large businesses.  Hotels are the main ones, which are locally owned.  

Columba 1400 is a leadership centre, opened in 2000, which employs around a dozen people 

in Staffin, and is run by a board of trustees who do not live in Skye.  The letting of holiday 

houses has become a useful sideline and many crofters are involved in this business.   The 

Highland Council Business Development Officer suggested that the growth of tourism and 

the lengthening of the season to around nine months have encouraged increasing numbers of 

solicitors, accountants and estate agents to open offices in Portree (MacLean 2006). 

 

In Askvoll, the tourism industry is relatively small and in-migration is minimal.  The 

population statistics show outmigration by young adults, a feature common to most 

peripheral regions.   Due to a lower number of returnees, the population is declining very 

gradually.   In Trotternish, which has the same underlying pattern of out-migration, the 

proportion of in-migrants is much larger and the thus the population is rising. 

 



Chapter 6 – Decision Making and Governance 

 

112 
 

Most farmers in Askvoll, and almost all crofters in Trotternish, have employment outside the 

agricultural unit. Many are employed in the public sector, although a significant number, in 

Askvoll at least, work in privately owned businesses.  Therefore, it seems that for agriculture 

to continue, in the near future, there needs to be business confidence and public sector 

employment.  The Norwegian system of local government has much more funding and 

autonomy than the system in Scotland and provides more employment.  I have said that the 

governance structures have the potential to be more effective and empowered in Askvoll but 

the much greater tourist numbers in Trotternish provide opportunities (albeit wholly 

dependent on those tourist numbers continuing) for business.  However, this does raise the 

question as to whether the business opportunities for crofters arising from tourism diminish 

the incentive to continue with agricultural activities. 

 

Therefore, it seems that the more effective governance structures in Askvoll, particularly in 

the past, may have contributed to greater business and agricultural confidence, shown by 

businesses which are largely rooted in sea and land-use.  However, other factors are now at 

work, such as limited financial resources locally, EU regulations (since 1994), and 

increasingly less sympathetic government policies towards small scale farmers.   

 

In Trotternish, although the governance structures are seen by those interviewed to be poorly 

functioning, a rise in population gives an impression of an area which is flourishing 

economically.  This can be attributed to the effect of in-migration perhaps boosted by 

tourism and to an extent by a scheme from the development agency to boost graduate 

returnees.  This has had little direct beneficial effect on agriculture, as agricultural policies, 

though applied locally, are formulated at national or international level. 

 

We can see then, that when considering land-use decisions by crofters in Trotternish or 

farmers in Askvoll, although regulatory decisions with regard to occupancy on land-holding 

are made by the kommune in Askvoll, in neither area, is there felt to be much possibility of 

influencing agricultural policies.     
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7. CROFTERS’ & FARMERS’ IMPRESSIONS OF 
 LAND-USE CHANGES 
 

The purpose of this chapter is to present crofters‘ and farmers‘ impressions of changes in 

land-use over the study period, consider whether they accord with the statistics given in 

Chapter 4, and also whether they can give insight into attitudes towards any changes that 

have taken place.  The agricultural reasons given by interviewees for the changes described 

are then discussed in Chapter 8, with cultural reasons for change being considered in 

Chapter 9.     

 

In order to understand the background to interviewees‘ impressions of agricultural change, 

the different policies and how and why they have evolved in each study area are considered 

in detail in the following section. 

 

7.1 Agricultural policies affecting change 

There have been a number of significant shifts in emphasis in agricultural policy schemes 

affecting crofting areas of Scotland and farming areas in Norway over the study period. 

 

Scotland 

Since the UK entered the (then) European Economic Community in 1973, agricultural 

policy affecting the crofting areas has been developed in line with the Common Agricultural 

Policy (CAP).  Since its inception, this policy was aimed at increasing production until 

overproduction in the 1980s prompted reform.  Until this period, the CAP led to 

intensification of agriculture in the more fertile and accessible land (e.g. MacDonald et al 

2000).   The impact of this policy on agriculture is explained by Strijker:  
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…intensification was not just a by-product of the agricultural policy; it was one of 

its objectives.  Even today it is stated in the Treaty of the EU (article 33) that the 

first objective of the agricultural policy of the Union is, ―to increase agricultural 

productivity by promoting technical progress‖.  High product prices are an 

incentive for intensification of the use of the resources, including land.  

       (Strijker 2004: 104) 

 

As part of this policy, during the 1970s, support increased for livestock in upland areas 

under a system of headage grants (a payment per head of animals) known as the Hill 

Livestock Compensatory Amount (HCLA) and the Marginal Cropping Grant ceased 

(Shucksmith 1999: 279).  The effect of these grants was noted in a study into the decoupling 

of agricultural grants from production by Acs et al: 

 

The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) has been the most important land use 

policy within the EU. Production-based payments under the CAP provided an 

incentive for farmers in the uplands to increase sheep and cattle numbers.  

(Acs et al 2010) 

 

Rosemary Fennel in her book The Common Agricultural Policy, (1997) points out that these 

payments were originally provided:  

 

to farmers in difficult natural conditions…to compensate them for their location 

and that the aid provided should be quite separate from aid intended to raise 

efficiency.  Unfortunately, as time was to demonstrate, the compensatory payments 

provided a production incentive which led to environmental damage to a fragile 

ecosystem.  

(Fennel 1997: 257)   

 

She agrees, however, with Acs et al that this policy, which provided compensatory 

payments, had the consequence of intensifying cattle and sheep production in Less Favoured 

Areas. 

 

However, headage grants on sheep increased much faster than those for cattle over the next 

two decades (SCU/RSPB 1992), thus providing an incentive to increase sheep numbers, 

rather than cattle numbers.   Overproduction of many commodities in the 1980s, combined 

with the large and increasing proportion of the EU budget which was being spent on 

agricultural support, led to the MacSharry reforms to the Common Agricultural Policy 
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(CAP) of 1992, which aimed to reduce production. Although quotas were brought in on the 

headage grants as part of these reforms, these quotas affected only the larger producers, and 

not the vast majority of crofters (Shucksmith 1999: 291). 

  

Since the 1992 McSharry reforms, there has been, according to Gwyn Jones of the European 

Forum for Nature Conservation and Pastoralism: 

 

…a gradual shift from a limited number of [European] Community-wide support 

mechanisms directly linked to production through a number of intermediate steps to 

a complex set of ever more decoupled subsidies, each of which has a wide variety 

of local implementation models.  Although some Member States retain some 

element of coupling in their support to livestock farmers, the trend is towards area-

based support mechanisms and, broadly, to support which is both decoupled and 

unrelated to historic patterns of payment distribution.  In Scotland, Single Farm 

Payment is paid on a historic basis, but is wholly decoupled.  Less Favoured Area 

(LFA) support is also paid on a historic basis and is decoupled, though subject to a 

minimum stocking level (0.12 LU/ha).  A substantial proportion of the budget is 

allocated to agri-environment support… 

         (Jones 2010) 

 

This implies that the two main subsidies paid to crofters (and farmers) in Scotland are now 

―decoupled‖ or unconnected to production.  That is, the SFP is paid out regardless of what 

agricultural activity is carried out, as long as the ground is kept in ―good agricultural and 

environmental condition‖ and the LFA support is dependent on a minimum stocking density 

of 0.12 livestock units per hectare where 1 cow = 1 livestock unit.  The agri-environmental 

support means there is a wide range of subsidies for activities which benefit the 

environment, but which may also be useful for agricultural activities (Europa 2003). 

   

As noted in Chapter 4, Trotternish has seen a reduction in most types of agricultural activity 

except for sheep husbandry which increased to a peak in 1999.  Since then sheep numbers 

have been falling but are still higher than at the start of the study period in 1970.  The 

number of active crofters has fallen by 43%.  Cattle numbers fell until 1989 but since then 

have risen gradually. 
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Until the 1970s, crofting was mainly a subsistence activity, meaning that most of the 

production was consumed directly within the household, and only a small monetary income 

was earned, mainly from the sale of a few lambs and calves.  During the period studied, 

however, the practice of subsistence has decreased and the monetary income has generally 

increased in importance with an emphasis on quality of the animals sold, as has been 

common in the crofting areas (Hunter 1991: 212).  Cultivation of the land is much reduced 

and the area of grass cut for conservation (hay or silage) is down 75% on the figure for 

1969.  Although there are fewer cattle, the drop in numbers is only around 35% so this 

means that a substantially larger quantity of winter feeding is now being bought in.  

 

Norway 

In contrast, agricultural activity in Askvoll has been maintained over the study-period, but 

production has become more mechanised and individual farms have become more 

specialised.  After the Øksnes Committee report in 1975 the Norwegian government 

produced a ―New Agricultural Policy‖ which aimed to raise agricultural incomes to a level 

equivalent to an ―industrial worker‖ (Almås 1993: 21), through both price subsidies for the 

major farm products and investment grants.  Through the investment grants, farmers were 

encouraged to modernise, and become more efficient in the economic sense, so that their 

incomes would be higher.  Specialisation was encouraged by government policies through 

the grant system (Staaland et al 1998: 456).  Financial incentives were offered for 

investment in new buildings, new machinery and for bringing new ground into cultivation.  

 

Michael Jones (1988) has described the rationalisation of agriculture in Norway since the 

Second World War: 

 

In Norway as a whole, the number of fishermen has decreased by two-thirds and 

the number of farmers by a half since the war.  This has resulted in the 

disappearance of many combined fisher-farmer holdings.  Those who have not 

migrated to the towns have tended to specialize in fishing, or where conditions are 

favourable, in farming.  State agricultural subsidies have encouraged specialisation, 

and farming has lost its character as a subsistence livelihood.   The process can be 

summed up as a transition from a many-sided, labour-intensive and household-

oriented production, to a specialised, capital-intensive and market-oriented 

production. 

       (Jones 1988: 199) 
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Major investment in farm buildings and equipment during 1975-1983 through grant funding 

means farms are well set up.  The introduction of more advanced technology has been the 

major change in production.  Sixteen percent of farms still had horses in 1969, though this 

was down to 6% by 1979. 

 

The enhanced prices for farm produce, introduced as a result of the New Agricultural Policy, 

encouraged an increase in milk production to such an extent that, by the mid 1980s, there 

was over-supply of milk, and a quota system was brought in to restrict production in 1982.  

While not strictly a grant, the sale of milk quotas is a financial encouragement by 

government to reduce the number of dairy farms.  Milk quotas became tradeable from 2002
8
 

(Knutsen 2007) and the price received from selling the quota was an obvious incentive to 

anyone who was thinking of giving up milk production
9
.    

 

From the 1990s onward, the market became much more important, particularly once 

Norway joined the World Trade Organisation in 1994.  Although the government has made 

efforts to emphasise the ―multifunctionality‖ of agriculture, in order to continue support 

under WTO rules, agricultural policy from the end of the 1990s has encouraged 

―effectiveness and rationalisation to ensure competitiveness in a future of increased 

international trade and the Norwegian consumer demand for cheaper food.  This means 

fewer and bigger farms‖ (Bjørkhaug & Richards 2008: 107).  It has been argued by 

Rønningen et al (2004) that the emphasis on multifunctionality is serving as a cover for 

restructuring of agricultural production, which continues apace.   

 

Milk production on farms in Askvoll is still common, with around 40% of farms milking 

cows.  Both Government policy and the co-operative marketing system have been important 

in allowing this to continue.  The strength of the co-operative system in Norway is striking.  

―TINE‖, Norway's Dairy Co-operative is owned by over 16,000 dairy farmers.  As a co-

operative, it serves its members – who are distributed over the whole country (TINE web 

                                            
8
 In fact, the first round of milk quota trading was in 1997, but a new combined system of private and 

state buying of milk quotas was introduced in 2003  
9
 Lars Sponheim, minister for land-use at the time, appeared to say in a parliamentary question time 

that dairy farms smaller than 14 cows would have to expand.  He later claimed that expansion was 
only necessary if they needed to invest in new buildings (Dag og Tid 2002) 
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site 2010).  Although co-operatives exist in the Highlands and Islands, particularly retail 

ones, there is nothing on the same scale, and very few producer co-operatives.  Government 

policies on remote areas have also assisted, for instance, transport subsidies were brought in 

after the war, ―for farmers who have an exceedingly long way to transport the milk from the 

farm to the creamery‖ (Norby & Aresvik 1951: 328).  

 

The changes in the use of the land have not been great over this period.  A small amount of 

cultivation (mainly for potatoes) has died away almost entirely, but the area of grass as the 

main crop has been maintained.  Production has been centred on cattle and sheep, however, 

in Askvoll, commercial production of cows‘ milk is a significant part of the economy for a 

large number of farms, whereas the number of sheep is considerably smaller than in 

Trotternish.  Cattle and sheep numbers have stayed fairly constant, but there has been a 

gradual fall in the number of dairy cattle, particularly since 1999.  Farms have become fewer 

and larger - the number of farmers has dropped by 66%. The greatest change has been in the 

concentration of production among a steadily decreasing number of farmers.  As farmers 

retire or give up, the land is rented to neighbours, thus increasing the size of the holdings of 

active farmers.   

 

7.2 Interviewees’ impressions of change 

Twelve crofters in Trotternish and twelve farmers in Askvoll were interviewed in late 2005 

– early 2006 (with three farmers and three crofters interviewed again in 2010) and they were 

first asked to describe any changes they could identify in land-use, between the 1970s and 

the present day.   

 

The statistical analysis of the data indicate that there have been considerable changes to 

crofting practice in Trotternish during that period, with a sharp drop in cropping, and a 

sizeable reduction in the number of active crofters and crofts in use.  Most of the crofters 

interviewed gave a clear description of these changes, which echoed the figures in the 

statistical analysis.   
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However it was surprising to find that a few interviewees in Trotternish were keen to 

emphasise, not the changes which have taken place (as evidenced by agricultural statistics), 

but rather to emphasise the extent to which things had not changed, by describing how they 

are trying to keep up time-honoured crofting practices in their township or on their croft.  

The extent to which tradition and cultural practices appear to play a role in maintaining and 

supporting a continuation of agricultural activity, particularly in Trotternish, will be 

discussed further in Chapter 10, on the Cultural Reasons for Change. 

 

Interestingly, in Askvoll, the statistics show that although there has been change in land 

tenure and in agricultural specialisation, modernisation and mechanisation in individual 

farms, the levels and kinds of agricultural production in the area as a whole have remained 

fairly stable, in comparison to Trotternish, although the numbers of active farmers is 

declining.   However this broad picture of the changes that the statistics show was generally 

not reflected by interviewees, who mostly chose to describe only those changes that had 

taken place on their own farm (i.e. specialisation, modernisation or mechanisation).  Very 

few interviewees reflected an understanding that the kinds of agricultural production was 

generally unchanged on their own farm or in the area, or that farmer numbers were 

declining.  Only two interviewees from Askvoll made comments which gave an indication 

that the kinds of production and the method of selling have remained unchanged over the 

study period. 

 

Trotternish 

When asked to describe land-use changes, many of the Trotternish interviewees were able 

not only to accurately describe these changes but also when they took place: 

 

[in the 70s] People were still making hay, they still kept cattle, cropping was tailing 

off, potatoes and corn were common to the end of the 80s.  Then there was a 

gradual decline in cattle numbers to the early 90s.  

(crofter 50s, 24ha) 

The memories of the agricultural activities of the past seem remarkably clear, with 

interviewees able to recall the weights and quantities of crops being sown and harvested 

from a croft thirty years ago: 
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We used to sow 10 cwt of corn (oats) in the 70s.   

(crofter 60s, 7.5ha) 

 

There would be at that time (1970s) 5-6 hundredweights of potatoes planted on our 

croft, also turnip and cabbage.  They would have 2-3 cornstacks and six haystacks.  

(crofter 60s, 18ha) 

 

 

Image 7:  Bringing in hay, Trotternish in the 1970s (Reid 1976) 

 

Besides being able to recall the level of agricultural activity, many interviewees were also 

able to describe a clear picture of the difference between the styles of crofting practiced in 

the past with that of the present: 

 

In the 1970s there would be a ―dash‖ [a long stack of hay], two haystacks and two 

cornstacks on each croft.  Now there are no cattle in this township nor in the next 

two or three townships.  

(crofter 40, 5ha) 

 



Chapter 7 – Crofters’ & Farmers’ Impressions of Land Use Changes 

 

121 
 

The reference to the haystacks and cornstacks not only highlights the quantity of winter 

feeding which used to be produced from the crofts, but also shows that the interviewee links 

the making of winter feeding with the keeping of cattle.   

 

Image 8: Building a hay stack in the 1970s (Reid 1976) 

 

The description of the loss of cattle and the change to keeping sheep, allied to a serious drop 

in cropping, reflects the statistics.  Another common observation connected to livestock 

keeping is that crofters have given up milking a house cow – the croft has become less 

important as a direct provider of food for domestic use:  

 

We used to have more cattle – though we stopped milking 5 or 6 years ago.   

(crofter 60, 7.5ha) 

 

The final comments are typical and illustrate the decline of communal working.  Many 

interviewees commented that crofters now tend to work alone, and when more labour is 

needed at, for instance, sheep handling, there are fewer people than there used to be.  While 

one interviewee described the modernisation of gathering through the use of quad bikes, 
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allowing the sheep to be gathered with fewer men, he appeared to suggest that this was a 

pragmatic solution to the drop in the number of crofters available to do such work:  

 

Between fencing the boundaries through the forestry schemes and using quad 

bikes we‘ve halved the labour needed for gathering.  

(crofter 50s, 24ha)  

Some townships own their sheep communally as a sheepstock club, rather than individually. 

Traditionally, each shareholder would contribute a certain amount of labour and any profit 

would be divided up at the end of the year.  As a result of the fact that there are fewer people 

available to contribute their labour (this is discussed in the section on cultural factors), it is 

more common now to employ individual crofters or contractors to do the work: 

  

In this township, there would be seven cows on each croft in the seventies.  Now 

we are the only crofters with cattle (60 cows).  Each crofter contributed 36 hours of 

work per year to the Sheepstock Club.  The township used to send 100 two to three 

year old wethers to the butcher in Portree.   On our croft, we had a half acre with 

carrots, turnip and potatoes grown on contract to Highland Region for the schools.  

We used to send three or four stots [castrated male cattle] to the butcher in Portree 

each year.  

(crofter 50s, 60ha) 

 

This quote also illustrates an understanding of the local nature of food supply in the nineteen 

seventies, before Highland Council started giving contracts to distributors in Inverness.  It 

also shows an understanding of the crucial role of the slaughterhouse in Portree (now 

closed) which meant that local butchers were stocked with meat from local crofts.  

 

Askvoll 

In Askvoll, the interviewees‘ descriptions of agricultural change also reflect the statistics, 

and interviewees were able to give clear and precise descriptions of the changes on their 

own farms.  In most cases, the farmers spoke of the changes in positive terms, and often 

with pride at the success they had made of their farms.  However, few concentrated on 

methods or production levels in the past, preferring to talk about changes they had made to 

their style of production.  However, two inteviewees gave responses which suggested that 

there had been continuity of production. 
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This farm has been in dairy production since long before the 70s.  

(farmer 60s, 20ha) 
 

Most people still keep sheep and cattle and continue to sell through Gilde [meat 

cooperative].       

(farmer 30s, 12ha) 
 

Specialisation and mechanisation on individual farms were mentioned most often as the 

main changes since the 1970s:   

 

 We had a few cows, a few sheep and a couple of pigs in the seventies. 

 Now we specialise in sheep.  

         (farmer, 30s, 20ha) 

 

The traditional method of making hay in the wet climate of the Norwegian west coast was to 

hang the cut grass on specially constructed wire fences (hesjer).   

Image 9: Hanging up hay in the traditional Norwegian style (Adressa 2004) 

 

This method of making hay was seen as labour intensive and time consuming, as was hand-

milking, with this interviewee explaining that it would no longer be viable to make hay by 

relying on a large family, plus help from relations:   

The farm has been modernised, made more efficient.  We‘ve gone from hand 

milking and hand-made hay to milking machines and silage.  Sheep numbers have 

been cut from 100 to 35.  Up until the 70s, there were nine in the family, plus 
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relations from Bergen working the whole summer, hanging up hay.  Now it‘s just 

one man and his wife.  

(farmer 60s, 27ha)  

Farmers interviewed described how they had modernized buildings during the study period: 

 

We put up a new farm building in 1979, costing 1.3mill kr.  It was a two storey 

building, fully tractor accessible.  It was common to put up new buildings all 

around here at that time, but a two storey building was unusual. 

         (farmer 60, 20ha) 

 

Image 10: Traditional, wooden farm steading, Askvoll (writer 2006) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

       Image 11: Modern farm steading with concrete silos, Askvoll (writer 2006) 
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Farmers who were expanding and investing in new buildings and equipment were able to 

rent land from neighbouring farmers who had given up their farms, or from other family 

members who were often living in towns: 

 

I took over the farm in 1973 and built it up to 16-18 milk cows by the 1980s.  We 

had a milk quota of 60000l.  Then, with rented land on a ten year contract, I got an 

increased quota of 90,000 litres.  

         (farmer 60s, 20ha) 

 

In other words, this change, which represents the loss of families from active involvement in 

agriculture, was not highlighted by interviewees as being a negative change for the whole 

area, but one which enables the individual active farmers to increase their economies of 

scale and become more viable agricultural units. 

 

As well as expansion, interviewees spoke of a more recent trend for dairy farmers to give up 

milking, resulting in fewer farms with a dairy herd:   

 

In the 70s we had milk production and pigs on the farm.  I sold the milk quota in 

1999 and began meat processing.  

         (farmer 70s, 10ha) 

 

Many farmers spoke with pride of the way in which they had succeeded in improving or 

expanding their farms over the period, and many spoke of their farms in economic terms.  

The indication was that they saw their farms primarily as businesses: 

 

There were a few milk cows in the place in the 70s.  It wasn‘t being run as a 

business, only the hay was being cut when we took over in the 90s, and we now 

have 40 sheep and a few cashmere goats.  

          (farmer 40s, 20ha) 

 

7.3 Conclusion 

Trotternish crofters described a change from a primarily subsistence form of agriculture, 

where cows were wintered with home grown produce, to a decline in cattle numbers, a great 

increase in sheep numbers and a reduction of cropping both for wintering cattle and for 

home use.  The decline in the number of active crofters was also recorded.  It is important to 
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note that almost all the descriptions showed a wide awareness of the changes that had taken 

place, not just on their own croft, but in the township, or throughout the whole area.  This 

indicates that the interviewees do not see crofting as something that is just practiced by 

individuals, but that they see crofting as something which is practiced by individuals 

together, in a community. 

 

Interviewees explained the move to specialisation, mechanisation and investment in farm 

buildings, and that different farms have, over the study period, specialised in one type of 

production, such as dairy cows or sheep.  Over the last ten years, the statistics show a 

decrease in sheep numbers of around 20%, and the effect of this was mentioned in 

interviews as the cause of forest regrowth, of concern to walkers and skiers, over what has, 

until recently, been open land.  In contrast to Trotternish, the descriptions given by Askvoll 

farmers were much more individualistic.  Area-wide changes, such as the decline in the number of 

active farmers, and descriptions of the range of produce which was once produced by subsistence 

farming, were almost completely lacking from the descriptions, with farmers choosing to concentrate 

on the changes they had made to their own farms – the descriptions concentrating, in all cases, on 

how they have built up, or evolved, their farming businesses.   

 

However, it was interesting to note that, when asked to describe what has changed 

agriculturally, although considerable changes have taken place in Trotternish, a small group 

of interviewees also chose to describe what has not changed.  In Askvoll, in contrast, 

although the kinds of production have not changed very much over the study period in the 

area as a whole, only two interviewees reflected this; most gave an impression of 

considerable change, because they concentrated only on changes on their own farm, the 

majority of which were changes in method of production rather than actual changes to 

production. 

 

Therefore, the impressions which crofters and farmers have about agricultural changes, and 

the way they choose to describe them, can give some insight into their attitudes towards the 

land-use changes that have taken place, and increase understanding about what role, if any, 

they perceive themselves as playing within the community.  The reasons which they give for 

changes are considered in the next chapter.  
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8. AGRICULTURAL REASONS FOR CHANGE 
 
Interviewees in both study areas were asked what, in their opinion, were the reasons for the 

changes they had described.  Various reasons were identified, particularly in Trotternish; 

indeed it was noticeable how much more information was given there than in Askvoll. 

 

 The interviewees gave a wide range of reasons for change, and these are discussed under 

the following themes: weather, machinery and efficiency, change in infrastructure, prices, 

grants, and sales versus subsidies.  Although I have tried to concentrate on the agricultural 

reasons for change in this chapter, there are often cultural reasons interlinked with the 

agricultural ones, particularly in Trotternish.  The themes connected with cultural factors are 

discussed in depth in the next chapter. 

 

8.1 Weather 

A number of interviewees in Trotternish commented on worsening weather patterns, making 

it more difficult to harvest crops:  

 

We used to sow oats in the 70s, but we stopped with the weather getting worse.  

(crofter 60s, 5ha) 

 

However it is difficult to ascertain from the Met Office statistics whether this is actually the 

case.   Monthly totals from Met Office weather stations in Stornoway and Dunstaffnage 

(Perry 2006) show an increase in precipitation from 1970 to 1990 through the winter, but 

little change for the summer months.  It may be, however, that the same amount of rainfall 

has become spread over a larger number days resulting in less likelihood of spells of good 

weather needed for haymaking.  (Certainly this is my own experience of haymaking in 

South Skye over the last twenty years):   
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It‘s increasingly difficult to make hay because of bad weather.  

(crofter 50, 24ha) 

 

Farmers in Askvoll commented on the wet climate there, but did not mention that they had 

experienced any change over the study period. 

 

8.2 Mechanisation 
 

Trotternish 

Interviewees in both study areas mentioned developments of technology, which had 

implications for changes to agriculture. For instance, in Trotternish: 

 

There has been another change recently – big [round] bale silage. 

 (crofter 40s, 5ha) 

  

The reference here is to silage made into bales and wrapped in plastic.  Silage is a way of 

conserving grass by cutting it, wilting it for a day or two and then compressing it and sealing 

it against air.  This is less weather dependent 

than hay, as it can be made during a two-day 

dry period, whereas hay normally takes three 

to five days of good-drying weather – which, 

in some summers, happens only rarely, if at 

all.  Silage used to be made by compressing 

the cut grass in a pit and covering it with 

plastic.  In the winter, a day‘s ration had to 

be dug out at a time and the remainder 

covered up again, which was labour-

intensive and time-consuming.  The advent 

of the big round bales reduced the labour 

considerably, and because of the way the 

grass was compressed, one bale could last up  

to five days of feeding.         Image 12: Big bales of silage, Trotternish - 

   in the middle distance  (writer 2006) 
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However a tractor large enough to handle the heavy bales is required, and a contractor must 

be engaged to bale the grass and wrap the bales as the machinery is too expensive for any 

but the largest crofter.   

 

Despite this technology being expensive, it has had a big effect on the way many crofters 

use the land, with a number of interviewees commenting that the advent of big bale silage 

was encouraging a return to cattle-keeping. 

 

Another development in technology is the ―quad bike‖, a four-wheeled version of a 

motorcycle with large low-pressure tyres, capable of travelling on rough terrain.   This was 

mentioned in the previous section as a solution to falling numbers of people available for 

gathering sheep. 

   

Askvoll 

Mechanisation was one of the main reasons for changes in farm management methods 

mentioned by many of the farmers interviewed in Askvoll: 

 

Production hasn‘t changed over the last 30 years, but has become more mechanised.  

We‘ve built a milking parlour, bought a forage harvester, and other implements.  

Production has become more efficient.  

(farmer 30s, 12ha) 

 

As highlighted in the previous section, efficiency was emphasised by many of the 

respondents: 

 

The farm has been modernised, made more efficient.  We‘ve gone from hand 

milking and hand-made hay to milking machines and silage.  

(farmer 60s, 27ha) 

This quote illustrates how machinery is now used for many jobs which were still being done 

by hand in the 1970s.  The difference in the language used by the Askvoll farmers in 

comparison with the Trotternish crofters is striking, with words and phrases such as 

―modernised‖, ―more efficient‖ and ―more mechanised‖ indicating the positive attitude of 

the Askvoll farmers towards change.  They display no sense of loss for traditional methods, 
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and show a sense of pride in the way that they have managed to transform their farms into 

modern, efficient units.   

 

      Image 13: Silage bales in Ask (Askvoll Kommune 2008) 

 

8.3 Change in infrastructure and distribution 
 

Trotternish 

In the 1970s, a certain amount of croft produce was distributed and consumed locally: 

 

Every autumn the township used to send 100 two or three year old wethers 

[castrated male sheep] and three or four stots [bullocks] to the butcher in Portree. 

(crofter 50s, 60ha) 

 

The ability to make use of the local market in the 1970s was made easier because there was 

a slaughterhouse in Portree.   Recently, there are signs that crofters, as part of the general 

movement to re-localise food supplies, are making attempts to reverse this centralisation.  

However, respondents cited the closure of the slaughterhouse in Portree as an inhibitor to 

such developments: 

javascript:void(0)
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We tried fattening lambs in a shed over the winter but there were a number of 

difficulties – distance from the slaughterhouse being the main one. 

(crofter 60s, 14ha) 

 

The haulage to the slaughterhouse in Dingwall was a killer. 

 (crofter 50, 24ha) 

 

The local Education Authority was an important part of this local food system: 

 

….food distribution has become more centralised; for example when I was a boy 

we supplied the school hostel with potatoes - now all the food comes through 

distributors in Inverness.  

(crofter 50s, 20ha)  

 

It was also recognised that improvements to transport infrastructure have probably 

contributed to this centralisation: 

 

Highland Council stopped buying from crofters – they went to Robertsons in 

Inverness, saying that it was cheaper.   

(crofter 50s, 60ha) 

 

New distribution systems, mainly for fruit and vegetables, are now appearing: 

 

I sell my produce to hotels (using the Food Link
10

 van), in the weekly market stall 

in Portree and the monthly Farmers market in Portree.  

(crofter 60s, 5ha) 

 

It is of note that this crofter is an incomer to the island who arrived about twenty years ago 

and therefore has not experienced the traditional crofting which was still being practiced in 

the 1970s and into the 1980s.  As a result it is possible that he does not have the same 

adherence to traditions felt by other respondents, and is therefore willing to consider a style 

of crofting involving horticulture, which is a break with traditional crofting.   

 

                                            
10

 The FoodLink van operates in Skye and Lochalsh, picking up produce from individual farmers and 
crofters and delivering it to hotels restaurants and individuals -  see Chapter 10 
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Askvoll 

There were no comments in Askvoll about changes to infrastructure, and few comments 

were made on food distribution systems.  The lack of comments can perhaps be explained 

by the fact that the producer co-operatives (TINE for milk and GILDE for meat) are well 

established and stable and all farmers are members. 

 

However, there was evidence of a similar willingness to use new methods of distribution, as 

was displayed by the horticultural crofter in Trotternish.  One farmer explained that he now 

takes meat products to markets in Forde and Bergen, and one farmer, who recently started to 

produce herbs, sells them directly to hotels and restaurants. 

 

8.4 Prices 
 

Trotternish 

Many of the crofters interviewed remarked on poor prices at sales over the past few years, 

particularly for sheep.  This is one likely reason for crofters to give up keeping sheep 

altogether, but another solution is to reduce numbers: 

 

The price of lambs was falling, so I cut the numbers to increase the quality.  It is a 

very poor hill here (peat), so if you have fewer sheep you get much better lambs. 

 (crofter 50s, 12ha) 

 

Although the crofter did not explain whether the smaller number of better lambs achieved 

the same monetary return as the previous larger number of poorer lambs, he was clearly 

pleased with the higher quality. 

 

In a study by the Scottish Agricultural College for SEERAD entitled Crofting in the 21
st
 

Century ―the level of market prices (lamb, store cattle and cull prices) was shown to be the 

most important factor influencing business change‖  (Bevan & Sutherland (2001: 24) that is 

whether crofters increased or decreased livestock levels. 
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Askvoll 

Although prices of the main farm products are agreed between the two farmers' 

organisations and the Norwegian government, farmers are not always satisfied with the 

result.  One sheep farmer commented:  

  

Prices have been poor recently.  

(farmer 30s, 20ha). 

  

The advantage that a producers' cooperative brings in preventing fluctuation of prices is 

illustrated by the following quote from a dairy farmer:  

 

The milk price has been quite stable for many years.  The creamery sets the price, 

and it‘s a cooperative.  There are no shareholders, apart from the farmers. 

 (farmer 60s, 20ha) 

 

 

8.5 Grants 

Grants clearly have a considerable effect on land-use decisions; every interviewee cited 

grants as a motivator for changes in agricultural management. 

 

Trotternish 

Going back to the 1970s, the grant schemes were mentioned by several crofters as 

supporting the traditional system of crofting: 

  

When there was a cropping grant, crofters were paid for ploughing, liming, etc, so 

with that the wintering was paid for, and it was profitable to keep cattle.  

 (crofter 40s, 5ha)  
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         Image 14: Harrowing arable ground for potatoes or corn in the 1970s.  Ploughed rigs    

         can be seen on other crofts in the background (Reid 1976) 

 

Although this grant was withdrawn in 1981 (Hunter 1991: 213), according to the same 

crofter, people were slow to change their ways: 

 

Then they started a headage grant [ie payment on number of beasts].  People kept 

going with the old ways for 10-15 years, but then they turned away from cropping.  

(crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

This suggests that crofters had no great desire to give up ploughing and liming etc in order 

to produce winter feeding for cattle, but once the financial incentive offered through grants 

was removed, most gradually gave up this practice, as can been seen from the statistics, 

which show a 66% drop in area of grass cut for hay/silage between 1969 and 1989. 

 

One crofter, who did not keep cattle when he first took over his croft for work reasons, 

began to keep cattle when he got the chance, and was encouraged to do so by the headage 

grant, which later became subject to a quota which was lost if it was not used (see Chapter 8 

for further discussion). 
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Environmental grants schemes, such as the Countryside Premium Scheme which operated 

from 1997, and the Rural Stewardship Scheme which began in 2000, have been taken up by 

many of the crofters interviewed.  For instance this interviewee from Borve and Annishader 

where the crofters own the land commented: 

 

Both grazings and individual crofters joined the Rural Stewardship Scheme in 

2006. It has been a tremendous incentive.  We‘ve reduced sheep numbers, 

introduced cattle – we now have 30 cows in the township and we‘re getting our 

own bull.  We got financial assistance for cattle handling facilities.  There are now 

9 crofters in the township involved in cattle.  

(crofter 50s, 24ha) 

 

Again, it is significant that this crofter stressed that the grant system has been an incentive to 

crofters to begin keeping cattle again.  The extent of co-operative working is also notable. 

 

The Single Farm Payment was introduced in 2005 to replace the previous grants on 

livestock (and arable crops in arable areas).  The amount is based on what a producer 

received in the years 2001 and 2002, and the grant is paid out irrespective of what type of 

agricultural activity is continued – as long as the land is kept in ―good agricultural and 

environmental condition‖: 

 

SFP – it gives people confidence that at least the grant is stable.  

(crofter 60s, 4ha) 

 

A few crofters also commented on the importance of the environmental grant schemes, as 

shown by the following quotes: 

 

I hope the single farm payment (SFP) and the environmental schemes will keep 

going.  Prices for lambs and calves make a difference too.  If prices are right, as 

they are just now, crofters wouldn‘t be so dependent on environmental schemes but 

I have no wish to see these schemes end.       

        (crofter 40s, 11ha) 

 

This crofter views the grants as a kind of safety net to allow him to keep going; if prices are 

good that might be sufficient, but the environmental schemes are there if prices are not 
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enough.  It is therefore for this reason that, although he shows no particular enthusiasm for 

the dependency on the environmental schemes which this creates, he wishes to see the 

schemes continue.  Similarly: 

 

…forestry – through the grants, we‘ve planted shelter belts of 20ha and then 160ha 

of plantings on the common grazing.  This has fenced the boundaries, and halved 

the labour for gathering the sheep.  

(crofter 50s, 20ha) 

 

This crofter has made use of grants to plant trees, but the important result, in his view, is that 

the fencing associated with this tree-planting has made it easier to gather the sheep.  The 

comments of these respondents suggest that they are willing to exploit grants schemes to 

allow them to continue established crofting practices, rather than seeing them as a motivator 

for changing their crofting practices, or engaging in ―environmental crofting‖ as their 

primary motivation. 

 

Askvoll 

Grants, as mentioned in Chapter 4, rose considerably after the Øksnes Report of 1975, which 

aimed to bring farmers‘ incomes up to the level of workers in industry:  

 

There was a phase when everyone was supposed to expand – get a new steading, 

bring new land into cultivation and increase production.  This is because the grant 

system encouraged it.  

(farmer 70s, 13ha) 

 

This farmer seemed to regard the changes as having been imposed on him and other farmers 

through the grant system, although he does not express an opinion as to whether this 

encouraged expansion was a positive or negative development for farmers.  

 

As mentioned in the introduction, following the introduction of the New Agricultural Policy 

in 1975 in Norway, there was greatly increased support for agriculture: 
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30 years ago, we had 5-6 cows - it‘s now 10-12.  There was a period when we were 

supposed to expand, put up a new steading, break new ground, increase production 

and so on.    

         (farmer 70s, 13ha) 

 

Grants were increased for both production and for investment in buildings etc.  This also 

included a start-up grant: 

 

We got an establishment grant when we took over the farm.  We used it to tidy up 

the fields, put up a new steading and to build up herb production.   

(farmer 30s, 20ha)  

 

However, these higher levels of grants did not last beyond the 1980s, as explained by a dairy 

farmer in Askvoll: 

 

The grant system has favoured larger holdings since the 1990s.  You are more 

vulnerable when you are dependent on grants – they could disappear with a stroke 

of the political pen.  

(farmer 60s, 20ha) 

 

As a small scale producer, who is therefore more dependent on grants, this farmer clearly 

feels a similar vulnerability to the crofter in Trotternish who commented on the negative 

aspects of being dependent on grants.  

 

As well as being an incentive to take over farms and keep production going, the 

Landbruksdepartement (Department of Agriculture) grants encouraged specialisation in one 

form of production, particularly from the 1980s onwards.  The Norwegian government 

paper, The Future of Rural Districts: Land Use and Rural Business (Landbruks- og 

matdepartementet 2005) assessing the future of agriculture and rural businesses, also 

described how structural changes towards fewer, larger and more specialised farms, have 

been driven by economic pressures and international competition, which has required 

increased production and cost-effectiveness in order to maintain incomes.   
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8.6 Sales & subsidies 
 

Trotternish 

It seems that, generally, both farmers in Askvoll and crofters in Trotternish preferred to get 

their croft or farm income through selling their produce, rather than from subsidies:  

 

I‘m much happier getting a good price at the sale down in Portree, rather than a 

letter coming in the post, saying that there‘s now some money in my bank account.  

(crofter 60s, 14ha) 

 

Some crofters felt uncomfortable at the idea of being so reliant on subsidies: 

 

I‘m not keen on getting the majority of croft income from subsidy, but I accept that 

this is the system that we have at the moment.  

(crofter 50s, 24ha) 

 

However, other crofters appear unconcerned about where the croft income comes from: 

 

If I get grants for stewardship of the land, rather than getting most of the croft 

income from sales, that doesn‘t bother me.  

(crofter 40s, 11ha) 

 

I‘ve cut the sheep stock from 150 to 30 under the Countryside Premium Scheme, so 

in my own situation, I‘m happy with the balance of grant and sales. 

 (crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

One crofter indicated that price for products is an important incentive to continue crofting, 

but that, even with low prices, that does not necessarily mean that he is going to give up: 

  

I prefer to get a good price, but, though prices are low, I‘m keeping going just now, 

anyway.  

(crofter 60s, 5ha) 
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It seems that the important thing in most crofters‘ eyes is to keep crofting going, and that 

although they would prefer to be paid for their production, if they get their income through 

subsidies they accept that.   

 

The importance of grant schemes in influencing how crofters manage their land was 

commented on by a number of interviewees. Some crofters commented on the benefits of 

the ―decoupling‖ of grants: this is the principle of agricultural grants which are not linked to 

production which was agreed in principle by the EU farm ministers in 2003 and introduced 

as the Single Farm Payment in 2005 (Europa 2003).   

 

The following comment is very similar to that of the farmer in Askvoll who felt that the 

Norwegian grant scheme for expansion had been imposed on farmers.  However, while the 

Askvoll farmer made no comment on the merits or otherwise of the scheme, this crofter 

expresses the opinion that the change in practices imposed by the grant scheme was a 

negative development, leading to poor stock and environmental management:   

 

I‘m pleased that subsidies are not now connected to livestock numbers – it‘s better 

for the environment.  People used to be encouraged to keep too many animals.  

(crofter 50s, 12ha) 

 

The importance of improving stock quality was raised by some crofters, again stressing the 

importance of being able to control the croft income they receive through selling produce 

(rather than being influenced by a grant scheme): 

 

Raising quality means that production is more linked to the market.  

         (crofter 50s, 24ha) 

  

To crofters used to grants for some kind of production, the Single Farm Payment which is 

not connected at all to production i.e. ‗decoupled‘,  is not only an anachronism, but could act 

as an incentive to cease active crofting altogether: 
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SFP - it encourages quality, but you could give up stock altogether and still get the 

payment.  

(crofter 60s, 4ha) 

 

I feel that people will give up – they don‘t need to keep livestock at all, particularly 

when there isn‘t any profit in them.  

(crofter 60s, 14ha) 

 

One crofter interviewed, who did not keep livestock, was in a scheme to encourage 

corncrakes, a bird which is a Biodiversity Action Plan priority species (UKBAP 2010).  The 

Scottish Rural Development Plan gives grants of up to £800 per hectare for excluding 

grazing livestock from pasture over the summer months, or delaying the cutting of hay until 

the late summer. Some crofters who do keep livestock benefit from this scheme. 

 

The single farm payment is only guaranteed under the present system until 2013 and this 

uncertainty was mentioned in the second tranche of interviews done in 2010.  This 

interviewee described the effect on land-use decisions in Borve and Annishader (where the 

land is under crofter ownership):  

 

We‘re mainly just keeping going as we were (8 cows, sheep, potatoes) but the 

uncertainty about the Single Farm Payment means that we‘re turning more and 

more to the environmental schemes.  We‘re now putting in for the Scottish Rural 

Development Programme – there are things that we‘re already doing that suit the 

scheme, for example bringing sheep into the crofts for tupping and lambing, but 

with reducing the number of sheep we have, the sheep from the other side of 

Trotternish are coming into our grazings, and we‘ll have to put up a fence between 

the two common grazings.  

(crofter 40s, 11ha) 

 

A different perspective was brought to the discussion on Single Farm Payment by the crofter 

who produces fruit and vegetables, who suggested that innovation away from traditional 

crofting to horticulture, linked to production of jams and preserves, could give a crofter the 

potential to be financially independent of grant schemes: 
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I don‘t know whether the Single Farm Payment will contribute to the sustainability 

of crofting, but horticulture could.  It could bring in £5-6,000 to a part-time crofter.  

(crofter 60s, 5ha) 

 

Askvoll 

In Askvoll most of the comments were similar to those in Trotternish, with farmers 

commenting that they preferred sales to subsidies: 

 

The grants make up 50% of our income.  It‘s not as satisfying to work under this 

system – I‘d far rather get my income from selling the product.  

(farmer 30s, 20ha) 

 

Many farmers interviewed accepted the current balance between sales and subsidies, but did 

not want to receive a greater proportion of their income as subsidy: 

 

I‘m satisfied with the system as it is – it‘s meaningless if you don‘t get a price for 

your product.   

(farmer 60s, 27ha) 

 

One farmer was unconcerned where his income came from, the most important thing to him 

being what the level of income was, rather than its source: 

 

As long as the total income from milk, meat and subsidy is enough, I‘m satisfied.  I 

know that lots of farmers do not want too much subsidy.  They prefer to have high 

prices, but I‘m not bothered about that.  

(farmer 40s, 20ha) 

 

Over the last ten years in Norway, the decline in sheep numbers (over 20% in Askvoll) have 

allowed scrub woodland to re-establish itself on much land which had been grazed and thus 

kept open by sheep: 

 

The subsidy system has to be changed because all the grazing land is becoming 

overgrown.  We need farmers for tourism.  So we need a subsidy for grazing 

animals.  Just cutting some fields for hay or silage is not enough.  

(farmer 40s, 10ha) 
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This is seen as a problem in many areas, as it makes it difficult to walk or ski over this 

ground (Bonde og Småbruker 2006).  

  

8.7 Conclusion 

The descriptions of agricultural changes which have taken place in both study areas confirm 

the statistics described in Chapter 4.  The way that production has evolved over the study 

period also shows the effect that changes to agricultural policy have had in the two 

countries.   

 

The agricultural reasons for change in Trotternish were well summed up by one crofter:   

 

It became increasingly difficult to make hay between bad weather and people in 

full-time work, then crofters buying in winter feeding, as machinery was getting too 

old.  Most second hand machinery was becoming too big.  Cropping was time- 

consuming and food distribution was becoming centralised.  For example, when I 

was a boy, we supplied the school hostel with potatoes.  

(crofter 50s, 20ha) 

 

The emphasis here is that the interviewee perceives that forces from outside have caused 

crofting styles to change.  The agricultural reasons cited as having caused a decline in active 

crofting are principally forces linked to the industrialisation of farming, and the drive to 

centralise food distribution, rather than any drive to change agricultural practices which 

were initiated by the crofters themselves. 

 

In Trotternish, the ending of cropping grants was mentioned as a reason for the decline in 

production of winter feeding for cattle, coupled with difficulties in making hay.  Good prices 

for sheep in the 1980s, and the headage grants, encouraged crofters to increase sheep 

numbers.  There is evidence that the more recent environmental grant schemes and the 

introduction of big bale silage appear to be encouraging some crofters to return to cattle 

keeping. 

 

In Norway, the grant structure has been less subject to change than in Scotland.  Support has 

been reduced since the 1990s, but there is still a forage area grant of approx £500 per hectare 
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for making silage.  Perhaps if there had been such a grant in Scotland there would not have 

been such a reduction in the making of winter feeding.  Good rates of support in Norway in 

the 1980s allowed farmers to invest in buildings and machinery.  Following this period of 

investment, since the late 1990s, these Norwegian grants have been reduced to 30%, which 

is actually lower than the Crofting Counties Agricultural Grants Scheme in Scotland, which 

gives 50% towards buildings and other capital improvements.  Nevertheless, the extent to 

which Norwegian farmers were able to increase and modernise production, as a result of 

greatly increased incomes during the period of government investment in farming, means 

that most farm businesses have been in a more robust position, and able to contemplate 

investment in farm infrastructure and machinery, unlike many croft businesses in 

Trotternish. 

 

Although a number of Askvoll farmers explained that one of the principal drivers for change 

had been a force from outside - a grant system which encouraged them to expand and 

mechanise - it seems that changes from traditional to modern farming practice in Askvoll are 

generally seen as being for the better, with emphasis being placed on words such as ―more 

efficient‖ and ―modernised‖ when describing the changes.  In contrast, crofters in 

Trotternish, while taking a pragmatic attitude to the fact that changes have taken place, 

generally still appear to feel a strong connection to the crofting practices of the past.    

 

Where many Trotternish crofters express pride in the fact that crofts once produced a range 

of crops for home consumption, and this is often linked to a sense of loss that this labour-

intensive and often communal agricultural system has largely been replaced by extensive 

sheep-keeping, farmers in Askvoll generally appear to feel a sense of pride in the fact that 

they have modernised, specialised, become more efficient and turned their farms into 

successful businesses.  Unlike the Trotternish crofters, Askvoll farmers did not refer to 

agricultural traditions, such as hand milking, hay making or cropping, except to explain that 

these were the methods of the past which have now been replaced by modern methods.  

Their attitude to memories of the traditional methods of farming of the past, seem unaffected 

by regret. 
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This difference between the attitudes to the past of Trotternish crofters and Askvoll farmers 

could be explained by the fact that, while farming that had a strong basis in subsistence was 

the norm in both areas at the start of the study period, there was then a divergence in 

agricultural incomes which it was possible to produce in each country.   At the same time 

that Norwegian government policy resulted in a doubling of incomes for farmers, including 

small-scale farmers, meanwhile, in Scotland, no such support was given, the income that 

could be got from a croft remained low, more full-time employment became available and 

many crofters gave up or reduced active crofting.  Is it possible, therefore, that crofters can 

therefore look back at the style of crofting being practised until the 1970s and recognise that, 

in comparison with the present, as well as some sales of produce, it produced a useful 

income of a different sort – a significant proportion of the household‘s food requirements?  

 

Perhaps, as a result of having a broader awareness of agricultural changes throughout the 

area (as evidenced in their descriptions of changes in agriculture), rather than just on their 

own crofts, the crofters in Trotternish had obviously thought about and were more able to 

explain the reasons for those changes.  In contrast, the majority of the farmers in Askvoll 

clearly described changes to their individual farms, and the reasons for them, but seldom 

placed those changes or reasons within the wider context of what was happening throughout 

the area.  This greater understanding of the community impact of crofting in Trotternish can 

be explained by the township system, where a group of crofters hold grazing land in 

common.  The reasons for this, and the effect which it might have on the continuation of 

agricultural practices, are discussed in the chapter on cultural factors. 

 

These more traditional and communal attitudes in Trotternish in comparison with the more 

modern, individualistic and entrepreneurial attitudes in Askvoll suggest that, ironically, the 

sustainability of small-scale farming in Norway might in the future become more affected by 

external factors.  Having been encouraged by Norwegian agricultural policy to transform 

their farms into successful businesses, farmers now expect their farms to generate income, 

making them more vulnerable to fluctuating global food prices as a result of the reducing 

government price support, since joining the WTO.  The number of farmers who have left, 
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particularly since the 1990s, and who continue, at a steady rate, to leave active farming, 

appears to confirm this vulnerability. 

 

The volatility of farm production prices, as a result of food becoming a commodity, was 

mentioned in the introduction.  Jan Douwe Van der Ploeg in a recent paper (2010) has 

elaborated on this: 

    

The unprecedented price increases of the first half of 2008, and the extremely low 

prices that followed, are expressions of a far wider and far more persistent 

underlying crisis, which has been germinating for more than a decade. It is the 

complex outcome of several combined processes, including the industrialization of 

agriculture, the liberalization of food and agricultural markets and the rise of food 

empires. 

       (Van der Ploeg 2010: 98) 
 

The inability of small scale producers to affect the price of their product in conventional 

food systems has been described by various researchers.  The majority of this research refers 

to the third world, rather than to small scale farmers in Europe, however many of the 

arguments are equally applicable in a European context.   For example Van der Meer (2006) 

explains that it is difficult for small-scale farmers to deal with the large and complex food 

distribution networks associated with supermarket chains, or what Ploeg refers to as ―food 

empires‖: 

   

 Quantities of product are small and heterogeneous in quality, supply can be 

haphazard and bulking-up of volume into a steady stream of product of constant 

quality difficult to realize. These are serious problems for serving high-end modern 

supply chains 

        (Van der Meer 2006: 213) 

 

Therefore, while the Norwegian price support system and encouragement to farmers to 

invest and modernise in machinery and buildings resulted in farmers seeing a 100% rise in 

their incomes from 1975 to 1982 (Almås 194: 35), in Trotternish a very different pattern was 

emerging.  From the beginning of the study period until recently, national and European 

policy withdrew or reduced grants and subsidies linked to traditional forms of crofting.  This 

has resulted, in comparison to the 1970s, in a large number of crofters ceasing crofting 
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activities, or, amongst those who remained active, reduced croft incomes coupled to the loss 

of almost any form of subsistence crofting or production of local food.   All interviewees 

showed that they clearly valued this subsistence agriculture and explained that previously 

crofters had produced food for the household, winter feeding for cattle, surplus food was 

sold through local networks, and store animals were sold off the island in the autumn.  Now 

sales of croft produce are almost entirely confined to sales of store animals, which go 

through a number of stages before they reach the consumer as meat, meaning that the crofter 

receives a small proportion of the final price.  Therefore, the income from sales is now only 

a small proportion of a small income, in comparison to the beginning of the study period, 

when sales, combined with home consumption of food, provided a significant proportion of 

the household income.  However a number of crofters still continue to work their crofts, 

even when they derive little economic benefit from them.  This reflects the findings of the 

SAC study Crofting in the 21
st
 Century (Bevan & Sutherland 2001) which suggests that (in 

contrast to the attitude found among Askvoll farmers in this study) the income derived by 

crofters from their agricultural activities is certainly not their primary motivation: 

 

It was clear in the interviews that most of the crofters were very committed to their 

farming activities, and would only contemplate giving up those activities when they 

could see that farming was actually costing them money  

(Bevan & Sutherland 2001: 29).  

 

Therefore, it is precisely because they are willing to continue practising small-scale 

agriculture, despite the poor, or sometimes negligible, economic returns, that the much less 

economically successful crofters in Trotternish are likely to be less adversely affected by 

fluctuating global food prices than the more business-orientated Askvoll farmers, whose 

prices are actually better protected by government policies and the producer cooperatives.  
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9. CULTURAL REASONS FOR CHANGE 

 

We have seen that land-use decisions are influenced by many agricultural factors, from 

prices and subsidies to technology and weather.  It has been suggested by various writers 

that cultural, traditional and social factors influence farming styles (Pretty 2002, Ploeg 

2008).  Before analysing the comments made by interviewees in Trotternish and Askvoll, it 

is useful to consider definitions of the terms ‗culture‘ and ‗social capital‘, and to give a 

background to the traditional agricultural practices which prevailed in the two study areas. 

 

Most definitions of culture used in anthropology, and in cultural studies, derive from that 

used by Edward Tylor (1871: 1), who was one of the first writers to use the term in an 

inclusive sense.  He defined culture as ―...that complex whole which includes knowledge, 

belief, art, law, morals, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a 

member of society.‖  Though many definitions have been put forward since Tylor, most 

refer to the set of beliefs, moral values, traditions, language, and laws (or rules of behaviour) 

held in common by a nation, a community, or other defined group of people.  As Luloff and 

Swanson note: ―Culture mediates individual and community perceptions about social 

conditions, and consequently influences both the perception of, and reasoning process 

involved in, making choices (1995: 363, quoted in Brennan, et al 2009: 98).  Closely 

connected to culture is the concept of tradition, which includes longevity. Chambers 

dictionary (2003) defines tradition as:  ―A long established belief, practice or custom‖.   In 

other words, cultural practices which are carried on over a long period become traditions. 
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The data discussed in the project so far indicates that many decisions are taken for economic 

reasons, particularly in Askvoll.  However, even when other motivators appear to be the 

primary ones in influencing land use decisions, it is possible that cultural factors may have a 

subliminal effect.  There are a growing number of researchers who have posited a 

connection between the level of economic activity, and the level of social networks and 

customs or practices, so it is possible that cultural factors could underpin both land-use 

decisions and associated business activity. 

 

9.1 Social Capital 

Mark Granovetter has put forward the argument that the trust and the confidence needed for 

business is ―embedded‖ in social networks (Granovetter 1985: 490-493).  According to 

Granovetter, social networks are the interpersonal relations based on friendship or kinship, 

and (in a small community) also on neighbourliness.  The trust which needs to exist for the 

necessary risk in economic transactions (e.g. you need to have some kind of expectation that 

a bill will be paid) comes from the common norms and societal rules, and where these are 

stronger, according to Granovetter, it is likely that business opportunities can be more easily 

developed.   

 

Robert Putnam came to the same kinds of conclusions from his research in Italy (Putnam 

1993).  Putnam is largely responsible for popularising the concept of ―social capital‖ – 

which he defines as ―features of social organisation, such as trusts, norms and networks that 

can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions‖ (Putnam 1993: 

167).  Where there is a tradition of civil activity, that is, where you find local newspapers, 

choirs or community football clubs, for example, he considered these places high in social 

capital, and also found a greater amount of economic development in them.  In other words, 

if social capital is high, it appears to work as a seedbed for development.   

 

James Coleman has discussed how social capital can be compared to other forms of capital, 

and exchanged for other types of capital.  Thus, in a farming community, if  ―one farmer got 

his hay baled by another and where farm tools are borrowed and lent, the social capital 
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allows each farmer to get his work done with less physical capital in the form of tools and 

equipment‖  (Coleman 1995: 307). 

 

Similar subjects were covered by a team led by John Bryden which investigated Differential 

Economic Performance in Rural Areas (DORA) (Bryden et al 2001).  Pairs of districts were 

chosen from neighbouring areas of countries across Europe, where one of the pair was more 

successful economically ―leading‖ as they termed it, and one ―lagging‖.  The team 

considered a number of factors which might contribute to economic success, and in their 

findings they stressed the importance of ―intangible‖ factors, though the ―tangible‖ factors 

were judged to be important too.  Examples of ―tangible‖ factors proposed by the DORA 

project were: natural resources, infrastructure and investment, whereas social networks, 

communities and traditional culture were seen as ―intangible‖. 

 

The importance of the intangible factors was clear in four of the district pairs: 

 

In Niedersachsen (West Germany), Southeast Sweden, the Scottish Highlands and 

Islands and, to some extent, Plains Greece, there was a successful area 

distinguished from another by the cultural vitality of its local traditions, sometimes 

with a strong religious basis (with Catholic as well as Protestant beliefs 

represented). In each case this was held responsible for better economic 

performance, mediated through the less tangible factors of association - community, 

networks and institutions. 

(Bryden and Hart 2001: 5) 

 

The research question (No. 4) in this Trotternish-Askvoll research, ―In what sense, if at all, 

do traditions of communal work /communal organizations (e.g. co-operatives for buying and 

selling) encourage successful agricultural or business activity?‖ was designed to identify 

factors equivalent to the ―intangible‖ factors identified in the DORA project.  This concept 

of intangibles is similar to that of ―social capital‖, described by Putnam (1993), and 

Coleman (1988), and of ―human capital‖, described by Throsby, as the ―characteristic of 

people that makes them productive‖ (2005: 166).  The interview questions in this project 

aimed at finding out how strong social networks are, and have been, in the two study areas, 

i.e. how much social capital there is and how strong traditional culture is. 
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Gillian Munro has done a detailed study of three areas in Skye (Munro 2003) and in it she 

stresses that cultural factors are important in explaining the differing levels of economic 

development, between the areas, and even between different villages, within the three areas.  

These factors include the degree of respect for, and participation in, the Gaelic language, and 

for other cultural beliefs and practices, such as crofting, religious belief and practice, 

traditions of neighbourliness and patterns of communal labour. 

 

Munro notes that:  

 

…the Staffin area [the east side of Trotternish] has historically had an image of 

being the most traditional part of Skye;…..[which] inspires respect in those who 

think it important to hold on to emblems of tradition, such as Gaelic, crofting, 

valuing of community relations and neighbourliness…..there are a large number of 

community projects and committees which,  particularly recently, have been able to 

work in a strategic manner … there is a strong understanding that economic and 

social development are entwined; the land in the Staffin area is of poor agricultural 

quality, yet it appears to have the most active crofting communities in Skye.   

(Munro 2003: 130-131) 

 

We can see that tradition and culture have been considered to be important in the mix of 

factors contributing to an economically thriving community, and that, in Scotland, crofting 

is an inextricable part of that mix.  If we are to assess traditions and practices as factors in 

land use decisions, we should first consider what traditions and practices have been strong in 

each of the regions studied.   

 

9.2 Traditional practices in Highland Scotland 

Trotternish, is a predominantly Gaelic-speaking area which is part of the Gaidhealtachd.  

Gaidhealtachd is the Gaelic word for the parts of Scotland and Ireland where Gaelic is, or 

has been spoken.  Historical accounts show that cattle have long been seen as valuable in the 

Gaidhealtachd:  they were the measure of wealth in the time of the Early Irish Laws (also 

known as the Brehon Laws), which were first written down around the 7-8
th

 centuries AD.  

As the Irish law expert Fergus Kelly states: 
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―Cattle were undoubtedly the most common form of currency in the period of the 

law texts...As late as 1400 the Annals of Connacht record that 126 cows were paid 

as éraic (compensation) for the accidental killing of Grigóír Ó Maolchonaire‖.  

(Kelly 1988: 112-114)   

 

Cattle were the target of raids from the time of the pre-Christian hero tales, to the late 

Middle Ages, according to Dr John MacInnes, an expert in Gaelic tradition (MacInnes 2006: 

131).  Closer to today, historians have identified that cattle were at the centre of the 

domestic economy.  Isobel Grant‘s book Highland Folk Ways (1961: 65-67) gives a 

description of how milk and milk products (butter, crowdie, cheese, whey) were, until recent 

times, a major part of the diet of Highland people over a large part of the year.  While the 

practice of keeping a house cow has almost completely died out, one of the aims of this part 

of the research was to find out if a feeling for the importance of cattle is still present in 

Trotternish. 

 

Another tradition which might have significance to Trotternish is that of equality of access 

to land, which was regarded as highly important during the time of clanship, and continues 

as an important theme in Highland society up to the present.   According to the historian 

Tom Devine ―The areas settled by each clan were regarded as their collective heritage or 

dùthchas, and the gentry were seen not as the individual masters of these territories, but as 

their guardians, protectors and trustees‖ (1994: 10).  Such sentiments were still evident in 

the late 19
th

 century, when crofters engaged in rent strikes and other forms of civil 

disobedience, to win security of tenure over their crofts (Hunter 1976).  

 

A recent study by Nicole Busby and Calum MacLeod (2010) investigated the relevance of 

function-based or place-based concepts of crofting communities, and as part of that, whether 

the specific system of land management, coupled with a strong cultural identity which has 

been described as a ‗crofting way of life‘, has any relevance within contemporary crofting 

communities.  The study interviewed appointees and employees of public sector and non-

governmental organisations with an interest in crofting policy and regulation, some of 

which, additionally, came from a crofting background.  Several respondents suggested that 

the ‗crofting way of life‘ is in the past.  It is useful therefore to compare the findings of the 
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Busby & MacLeod study with the attitudes of interviewees in Trotternish, the majority of 

whom are still active crofters. 

 

9.3 Traditional practices in Norway 

 Norway was recreated during the 19
th

 century, after the country gained its freedom from 

400 years of Danish rule in 1814, in a home-rule arrangement with Sweden.  In this re-

creation, rural districts were seen as more Norwegian than the big towns, which had been 

more influenced by the Danish administration and Danish officials.  Thus, characteristics of 

life in the rural districts, including rural dialects and interaction with nature, were valued 

highly (Eriksen 1993, Gullestad 1993).   

 

The odelsrett (udal right), which is discussed in Chapter 5 (on land ownership), is the right 

of the person most closely related to a farmer to take over the farm.  If a farm is sold outside 

the family, the odelsmann – usually the eldest son - has the right to buy it back within ten 

years.  This right is particularly Norwegian, and goes back to the time of the Vikings – it is 

mentioned in the Saga of Hakon the Good (Online Medieval and Classical Library 1996: 2).  

Along with the right, goes the obligation to live on, and work, the farm. 

 

The Norwegian social anthropologist, Gunnlaug Daugstad, has discussed the strong 

connection many farming families in Norway have with their farm, which has often been in 

the family for generations - indeed many bear the farm name as their own surname, since a 

person‘s place of residence became their surname around 1900 - and so view a farm as much 

more than its material value of land and buildings (Daugstad 1999).   She found in her study 

of a West Norwegian district that a farming family is connected to its land ―through a string 

of non-material values such as blood-ties, name and memory.  An agricultural holding was 

understood as a place which bound previous and future generations together - something 

which gives a family identity, roots and a feeling of belonging‖ (Daugstad 1999: 2.3). 

 

Something of the same feeling can be seen amongst West Highland crofters, but perhaps not 

to such a specific area as a farm.  For instance, in Gillian Munro‘s essay Cò leis an 
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Dùthaich? (Whose country is it?), based on field work in Skye communities, one crofter 

expressed the connection between blood, kinship and the land: 

 

A croft...kind of puts a stamp, it identifies your true heritage.  Because crofts have 

gone back in families for generations and generations, over hundreds of years now.  

If you see somebody with a croft, you know that that family has gone back in time 

for a long, long time, certainly in this part of the world.   

(Munro 2003: 289) 

 

It thus appears that both West Highland crofters and West Norwegian farmers have the idea 

that their attachment to the land runs through generations of families. 

 

A further important tradition connected to farming in Norway is not evident in Trotternish.  

The co-operative tradition of buying and selling is well established in Norway.  The co-

operative movement in Norway began after the first co-operative creamery was established  

in 1856, and many more were organised in the following decades (Norby & Aresvik 1951: 

320).  There are a wide variety of different national co-operatives for a range of farm 

produce, including milk, meat, timber, eggs etc.  There are also smaller, more local co-

operatives, such as machinery co-operatives. 

 

9.4 Interviewees’ responses 

The original aim of this part of the project was to determine whether there was any link 

between strength of community and economic confidence, either in agriculture or in 

agricultural businesses.  Two questions about the possible effects of culturural factors on 

agricultural activity were asked in the main round of interviews: ―Do traditions of communal 

work or communal organisations encourage successful agricultural activity?‖ and ―Can 

strength of community - e.g. religion, confidence in local identity and culture - contribute 

significantly to such activity?‖  

 

However, it soon became apparent, when they were asked about changes in land-use, that 

many of the Trotternish crofters, and a few of the Askvoll farmers, interviewed mentioned a 
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variety of other cultural factors.  These were grouped under the headings ‗Tradition‘, 

‗Employment‘ and ‗Change in Attitudes‘. 

 

 9.4.1 Tradition 

Tradition permeated many of the responses given.  There were far more references to 

tradition in the responses from Trotternish crofters than in the responses from Askvoll 

farmers, where tradition was hardly mentioned.   

 

Due to the number and complexity of the responses from Trotternish, it was felt important to 

check whether there were any similar cultural influences in Askvoll, despite them not having 

been mentioned.  Therefore, in the second set of interviews I asked directly whether 

tradition had any influence on land-use decisions. 

 

Additionally, tradition and culture permeated many of the answers which Trotternish 

crofters gave to other questions and they are therefore considered in this chapter. 

 

Trotternish 

Before considering the comments made by crofter interviewees, it is interesting to look at 

the opinions of someone who deals with crofters and crofting matters through his 

employment, but is not himself a crofter.  In other words, how are crofters‘ land-use 

decisions viewed by a non-crofter observer? 

 

I questioned one of the Department of Rural Affairs (SEERAD) officers about changes in 

crofting over the study period and to begin with, he mentioned the reasons discussed in the 

previous chapter, such as changing weather, changing prices, and crofters now in full-time 

work.  He was then asked about the effect of the introduction of the Single Farm Payment 

(SFP) in 2005, which is paid out regardless of what kind of agriculture is carried on, or 

indeed whether any agriculture is carried on (so long as the land is kept in good agricultural 

and environmental condition).  The introduction of this payment has resulted, in some areas 

of farming, in what is referred to as ―the slipper brigade‖, i.e. farmers who receive their SFP 

but do little or no farming.  The SEERAD officer answered: 
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I don‘t see much change at the moment – a lot of crofters are just keeping going, 

it‘s their way of life anyway, and people take a while to change.    

       (SEERAD Officer 2006) 

 

This comment is fascinating on a number of different levels: firstly, it shows that in this 

official‘s opinion, the introduction of the SFP has not tempted crofters to change their 

crofting habits to a style of crofting that would bring in greater financial returns for less 

work; secondly, he shows an understanding that the reason for this might be because people 

view crofting as a way of life – in other words that the primary reasons or motivations that 

make people croft are social or cultural, rather than solely agricultural or economic; and 

thirdly, both in the ―just keeping going‖ and ―people take a while to change‖ comments, he 

implies, but accepts, that crofters could change, but are slow to do this.   

 

When I spoke to crofters in Trotternish, I found strong evidence that tradition and culture 

affects, or in many cases underpins, or is inextricably interlinked to, many of the agricultural 

decisions that they make.   

  

9.4.2 Connection to the land 

Many of the crofters interviewed showed that they feel a strong connection to their own 

croft: to the land itself, to a sense of their family‘s historical connection to that land, and 

implied that this sense of a connection had an influence on both their decisions to continue 

crofting, and, in some cases, the kinds of land use decisions they make. 

 

The extent to which crofters feel a sense of personal connection to the land was clearly 

expressed by many interviewees: 

 

I feel a tie to the land, particularly to our own croft.  

(crofter 40s, 11ha).  
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One stressed that his intimate knowledge of the land - his own ―connectedness‖ to the land, 

both of his own croft and the communally held hill grazing - increased the attraction of croft 

work: 

 

There‘s nothing I like better than ploutering about the croft.  I know these crofts 

and the hill ground.   

(crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

Many of the crofters interviewed expressed a feeling of responsibility for the land and some 

indicated that this was strongly influenced by the family connection to the croft:  

 

Yes, the croft was in the family, next door to where I was brought up.  I feel a 

responsibility for it; if I left it to go to rack and ruin, I would feel bad about it.  

(crofter 50s, 20ha) 

 

9.4.3 The importance of cattle 

When asked about what influenced their land management decisions, a number of 

interviewees cited their wish to adhere to traditional agricultural practices, particularly 

cattle-rearing, as an important influence.  

  

One interviewee explained that, on taking over the croft in the 1980s, he had begun with 

keeping sheep, but later turned to keeping cattle, and stressed that the re-assertion of a 

historical agricultural practice was an important motivator:  

 

I started buying cattle in 1990-91; to begin with because it was in my blood, the 

Gaels always kept cattle; and with the system of grants and quotas, I kept going. 

         (crofter 40s, 11ha) 

 

This quote is remarkable for the importance the interviewee places on his sense of a 

connection to historical agricultural practices as a primary motivation for land-management 

decisions.  While other interviewees emphasised the importance of their own family‘s 

historical connection to the land, this interviewee stresses the importance to him that his land 

use decisions should be connected to the history of the Gael going back many generations.  

His use of the phrase ―in my blood‖ indicates very strongly his sense of ―connectedness‖ to 
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the traditional practice of cattle-rearing.  He implies that he sees it as part of his genetic 

make-up; that his sense of history, his connectedness to place, people and culture are 

primary motivators for his land-use decisions.  However, it is also of great interest that, 

having made his decision to return to cattle keeping, he explains that the system of grants 

and quotas has helped him financially to continue with that practice. 

 

One interviewee expressed his sense of pleasure that he had returned to keeping cattle.  It is 

interesting that he does not cite any other motivation, such as better grants or an improved 

financial return; it appears that the pleasure he has gained from the simple fact of being able 

to have cattle again is an important motivation. 

 

I feel really glad I got back into cattle.  

(crofter 50s, 20ha) 

 

The extent to which interviewees indicated that they see agricultural decisions as being 

inextricably interlinked with their feelings about culture, history and tradition was very 

clearly expressed by this interviewee: 

 

Cattle are good for the crofts, which were set up for keeping cows.  They are good 

for the environment, and for the culture and good for keeping cultivation going.   

 

The local placenames show how important cattle were in the culture, e.g. ‗Buaile na 

h-aon oidhche‘ [the one-night fold] a wet place where some of the township‘s 

calves once went missing.  I‘ve been collecting the placenames from our own 

township since I was in sixth year at school.  That knowledge goes back five 

generations, and it looks as though it will go forward to the next generation too. 

(crofter 40s, 6ha) 

 

The second interviewee clearly feels that heredity, local history, language and cattle are all 

interlinked.  This suggests that crofting practices both underpin, and are underpinned by, 

culture, language and tradition, and, that motivations when making land-use decisions are 

culturally complex.   
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The previous chapter examined the descriptions of changes that had taken place in land 

management since 1970, and the agricultural reasons which interviewees gave for those 

changes.  Many of the comments and language used by the interviewees in Trotternish, 

when describing these changes and reasons, reflected the same interconnection between 

agriculture and culture that has been highlighted in the preceding paragraphs. 

 

9.4.4 The continuation of tradition 

When asked to describe what changes had taken place, it was significant that some 

interviewees chose to stress the extent to which some agricultural practices had remained 

unchanged. 

 

Although the number of cattle is falling generally, it‘s pretty well keeping up in 

Brògaig and Sairteal, where there‘s 40 cows going to the bull.  

(crofter 40s, 11ha) 

 

It is interesting that the two townships which have kept up their cattle numbers also show 

other signs of respect for, and pride in, tradition: 

 

…we try to keep to the traditional dates for sheep work.  

(crofter 40s, 11ha) 

 

Similarly, while the statistics show a big drop in cultivation, one of the interviewees felt it 

important to point out that a few crofters are keeping up traditional practices: 

 

We are still planting potatoes. 

 (crofter 60s, 5ha) 

 

The use of the expressions ―we try to keep‖, ―we are still‖ and ―it‘s pretty well keeping up‖ 

suggest that while the crofters are well aware of the general decline in crofting activity in the 

area, the extent to which they are managing to maintain traditional practices in the face of 

such decline is a matter of importance to them.  The use of ―we‖, rather than ―I‖ in both of 

the preceding quotes from Brògaig is also fascinating; it shows that some work is still being 
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done communally, but more importantly, implies that land use decisions are either made (or 

it is felt that they are made) communally. 

 

9.4.5 Value placed on past practices 

The reason for this desire to stress that traditional agricultural practices are being 

maintained, in the face of change, is perhaps explained by the negative attitude of many of 

the interviewees in Trotternish to these changes.  One such comment was made by an 

interviewee who spoke with pride about the crops which were being harvested from each 

croft in the past, and also commented: 

 

The crofts are not worked today, there‘s only sheep and rushes on them. 

        (crofter 40s, 5ha)  

 

This shows that he equates the keeping of sheep with poor husbandry: ―there‘s only sheep 

and rushes on them‖.  Indeed, in his opinion, crofts with sheep on them are no longer 

―worked‖. 

 

This awareness of the changes which have taken place, allied with feelings of regret for the 

loss of a style of crofting last seen thirty to forty years ago, was clearly expressed by many 

interviewees: 

 

The wintering used to be produced almost entirely from the croft - there wasn‘t the 

money for buying in feeding.  Nowadays, there is very little coming from the croft.  

(crofter 60s, 14ha) 

 

While many expressed a sense of pride in the crops which were taken from the croft during 

the 1970s, this comment is tinged with a certain regret that ―there is very little coming from 

the croft‖ in the present.   

 

It is interesting to note that this understanding of the changes which have taken place were 

not only confined to older crofters.  A younger crofter was able to provide a clear 

description of the changes: 
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We‘ve seen more and more sheep, fewer and fewer cattle, and since people stopped 

cropping the crofts, they have been keeping both cattle and sheep on the in-bye 

land. 

(crofter, 40s, 5ha) 

 

As the crofter would only have been in his teens in the 1970s, this suggests that the changes 

which have taken place - the reduction in cattle numbers, the end of cropping and the rise in 

sheep numbers – made a big impression on him, or are discussed in crofting households, or 

amongst crofters, with the result that the memory of how crofting was practiced in the past is 

passed on to the next generation.    

 

Some interviewees spoke of the drop in the number of people actively involved in sheep and 

fank work, with some expressing a sense of regret similar to that expressed when describing 

the end of the style of crofting that involved cropping and keeping cattle:  

 

There used to be lot more people at fanks.  

(crofter 60s, 14ha) 

 

We only have two people gathering now and doing the sheep work – other people 

are working or getting old.  

(crofter 60s, 5ha) 

 

Finally, when asked to give a reason for some of the agricultural changes that had taken 

place, one interviewee commented: 

 

Recently in the late nineties/2000s, we‘re seeing cattle coming back, round bale 

silage is making wintering easier. 

 (crofter 50s, 24ha) 

 

This comment again shows the importance of cattle to the crofters who were interviewed.  It 

is interesting that the emphasis of this comment is not so much on the fact that big bale 

silage represents improved efficiency, or modernisation, but that this innovation in 

agricultural machinery design is allowing (or encouraging) crofters to return to the 
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traditional practice of keeping cattle, discussed earlier in this chapter.  This statement sums 

up the complexity of motivations which influence the land-management decisions of crofters 

in Trotternish. 

 

Askvoll 

In Askvoll, in remarkable contrast to the many opinions expressed in Trotternish on this 

subject, very few interviewees made any suggestion that tradition or culture influenced, or 

was connected to their land-use decisions.   

 

9.4.6 Is tradition important? 

In the follow-up interviews, conducted in 2010, I made a point of asking whether tradition, 

and particularly a tradition of keeping cattle, could have any effect on the type of production 

on a farm.  There seemed to be little evidence of any effect: 

 

Well, the reason that I kept going with cattle was that I had that interest, since I was 

young, I was interested in farming.  Tradition?  Yes and no. Certainly, I followed 

what my father did, but that wasn‘t really for reasons of tradition.  Milk production 

is the surest way of making a living from farming here.  I suppose I might have 

changed to some other kind of production, but then we were already set up for 

cows.  

(farmer 50s, 17ha) 

 

This interview confirmed that this farmer kept cows for economic reasons and the only 

tradition followed was that of taking over the farm from his father.  

 

The Agricultural Officer reinforced this view that cattle, and particularly dairy cattle, were 

kept for economic reasons: 

 

Milking cows is the only real option for making a decent income from a farm here.  

Some keep only sheep, as this is easier to manage if you are in full-time work.  

Suckler cows are not really suitable for these small farms, and are uncommon in 

Askvoll. 

        (Grytøyra 2010) 
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The agricultural officer explained that although there has been a tradition for putting cows 

on to the hill grazings, and in fact keeping them there during the summer months, this 

practice has ceased entirely:   

 

...it‘s not really suitable for modern milk production.  The hill ground here is very 

steep and the seters [sheilings] do not have roads to them.  Farmers need to have the 

cows in for milking morning and night.  

(Grytøyra 2010) 

 

This is also convenience as well as economics, because there is in fact a movement among 

some farmers in Norway to make more use of hill grazings, which are seen as an underused 

resource (Bonde og Småbruker 2010).  This clearly involves more work, or is impractical, 

for many farms with dairy cattle. 

 

The strength of responsibility carried by the udal system was mentioned by several 

interviewees, however, the way it was expressed by one interviewee seemed to indicate that 

he regarded it rather as a burden to be carried: 

 

The person that takes over the farm through the udal system feels a duty to work the 

farm, but maybe the next generation won‘t feel it so strongly, because there isn‘t 

the return to pay for further investment.  

         (farmer 60s, 20ha) 

 

You have a responsibility as an odelsgutt [the man who takes over a farm].  

        (farmer 40s, 20ha) 

 

This udal system encourages a strong link between a family and a farm (discussed in 

Chapter 5).   It appears to be a formalised and legalised version of the sense of connection 

to, and responsibility for, the family croft which a number of interviewees in Trotternish 

commented on.  

  

Only one farmer of those interviewed in Askvoll showed through his comments that he was 

aware of the changes which have taken place in the area as a whole, while at the same time 

recording the expansion of his own milk herd:  
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Thirty years ago we had 5-6 cows, we now have 10-12 and we‘re the last milk 

producers in the area.  

(farmer 70s, 13ha) 

 

However, he gave no indication of whether he regarded this reduction in milk herds as a 

negative or positive change; unlike the interviewees in Trotternish, he expressed no sense of 

regret that a substantive change in agricultural practice and production had taken place in his 

area.  

 

9.5 The evidence and effect of social capital 

In order to determine to what extent social capital is linked to, or supports, the continuation 

of agricultural practices, interviewees in each study-area were asked about co-operation, 

both organised and informal.  

 

Trotternish 

Several crofters interviewed mentioned that there had been more communal working in the 

past than there was now, and the following interviewee connects the reduction in cropping, 

specifically potato growing, with a concomitant reduction in communal working:  

 

They used to work together at planting and lifting the potatoes – maybe up until 

about 15 years ago.  It seems that fewer people grow potatoes now and there is less 

communal work than there used to be.  

(crofter 60s, 5ha) 

 

The tasks involved in sheep work – both gathering them off the hill, and fank work, such as 

dipping and clipping – are considerably easier with a team of people.  Therefore, sheep work 

is the most common type of croft work still being done communally.  However, 

interviewees reported that there is a large variation between the amount of communal work 

still taking place in different townships, and in some it has ceased altogether:  

  

There haven‘t been fank days in this township since the 70s.  

(crofter 50s, 12ha) 
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One interviewee cited people being ―busy‖ as a reason for a reduction in communal sheep 

work: 

 

We work together at sheep but I‘ve heard that it is difficult to get people to help 

with gathering [sheep] in some places, because people are busy. 

         (crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

In contrast, in other townships, sheep-work is still always done communally.  It was also 

explained by one interviewee that fank-days are an opportunity for crofters to talk about 

township matters, and that, in some cases, this communal working itself then leads to 

increased co-operative working or projects.  It is important to note that this comment was 

made by one of the Borve and Annishader crofters – who now own their own land: 

 

All the sheep work is done communally here, and discussion on other schemes is 

common at fanks – that‘s what kick-started our forestry schemes. 

  (crofter 50s, 24ha)  

 

However, in another township, although communal working is still common, there was not a 

feeling that this increased other kinds of co-operation: 

 

Yes, we do sheep work together, around six people participate.  It‘s arranged by 

phone.  It doesn‘t lead to other actions as far as I know.  

(crofter 60s, 4ha) 

 

Other types of informal co-operation between individual crofters, which are evidence of 

high levels of social capital, were mentioned by several interviewees, for example these two, 

from different townships: 

 

There‘s a lot of helping by neighbours, for instance for unloading lorries.  

        (crofter 60s, 3.5ha) 

 

There‘s a lot of informal co-operation with neighbours for grazing, baling hay and 

things like that.  

(crofter 60s, 7ha) 
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There was quite a lot of variation in the descriptions from different townships of how much 

work was done communally, with no obvious pattern emerging as to why communal work 

still existed in some townships, while it had disappeared in others.   

 

An interviewee from Staffin, on the east side of Trotternish, explained that within the area 

there were a number of community groups: the Staffin Trust, which undertakes a number of 

cultural and infrastructure projects, the Staffin Hall Committee, Old People‘s Group, and 

even a joint coordinating group, which involves all the different organisations, and meets 

four times a year. 

 

To summarise, many interviewees commented that there was less communal working than 

there used to be, and it generally involves fewer participants than in the past, but that it was 

still in evidence in six townships. Informal co-operation between crofters is also widely 

practised.  Therefore social capital certainly exists, and is valued by crofters, who see it is as 

a useful support system for getting croft work done.   There was also some evidence that 

communal work could result in further cooperative working on agricultural projects. 

 

Askvoll 

In Askvoll, interviewees from only one place reported that they undertake sheep work 

communally, in comparison to interviewees from six different townships in Trotternish.  

However the levels of organisation in the single example in Askvoll are much higher than in 

Trotternish, and involve many different stages of sheep production: 

 

We have a gathering team for gathering the sheep from the hill, and we send the 

wool away together.  We also keep all the pet (hand reared) lambs together so that 

one person can feed them.    

(farmer 30s, 20ha) 

 

As in Trotternish, informal co-operation was mention by some of the interviewees: 

 

It‘s easy to get help – you‘ve only to ask a neighbour. 

(farmer 60s, 20ha) 
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This suggests a high level of social capital, similar to Trotternish.  In Trotternish, informal 

sharing of machinery was mentioned.  However, in Askvoll, several farmers spoke about a 

more formal and organised way of sharing machinery: 

 

We have a machinery co-operative, there are eleven of us in a group with a round 

[hay] baler, we live a good life!  

(farmer 60s, 20ha) 

 

The interviewee was obviously pleased with the arrangement, indeed all those interviewed 

in Askvoll who talked about co-operation spoke about it with an obvious satisfaction. 

 

As explained in the chapter on land ownership, the Norwegian farmers have shooting rights 

over their own land, and this also involves co-operation:  

 

We‘re in a hunting team with the neighbours…We have the right to take two deer 

per farm, per season.  

(farmer 50s, 6ha) 

 

The agricultural officer for Askvoll confirmed the importance of the hunt for social 

networking, showing a high level of social capital:  

 

There were 600 deer shot in Askvoll this year – it‘s an important part of the social 

life.  

       (Grytøyra 2010) 

 

There is a useful word in Norwegian which means a co-operation with neighbours -  dugnad 

– when somebody puts word around that they need help.  This dugnad used to be commonly 

employed for farm work when the majority of it was done by hand, but now it is mostly used 

for community projects (in urban as well as rural situations).  This example of social capital 

appears to be stronger away from centres of population: 
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....dugnad works far better on the islands – we‘ve built an athletics track and a 

village hall.  We put a note in everybody‘s postbox with a list of the times we‘re 

planning to work. 

(farmer 30s, 24ha) 

 

The evidence from Askvoll, therefore, shows that social capital is very strong and manifests 

itself in a number of different ways.  In comparison with the examples from Trotternish, the 

forms of social capital are highly organised: for example the way that the sheep are worked 

communally, the agricultural machinery, which is shared through a co-operative, and the 

fact that small groups of farms are worked in partnership under the samdrift system.  Under 

this system, the farm business is jointly owned and the work is shared out on a rota, allowing 

each farmer to have time off and holidays.   

 

9.6 The effect of religion 

In order to try to ascertain whether religion has any appreciable impact on the levels of 

social capital, which in turn might support agricultural co-operation, interviewees in 

Trotternish and Askvoll were asked firstly whether the church was strong in their area, and 

secondly whether, or to what extent, they felt that it had any effect on agricultural 

cooperation or practices.  Although, as Jules Pretty has stated, it is ―important to distinguish 

between social capital that is embodied in groups such as sports clubs…churches...and social 

capital found in resource oriented groups‖ (Pretty, 2002: 155).  Religion has been such an 

important part of community life that it is worth considering whether it is still contributing 

to social capital.  

  

Trotternish 

Interviewees explained that there are four denominations of Presbyterian Church represented 

in Trotternish – Church of Scotland, Free Church, Free Presbyterian Church, Associated 

Presbyterian Church. It was reported that these are well attended, for instance, on the east 

side of Trotternish (Staffin): 

 

The churches are strong in Staffin, most people are members of one of the 

churches.  

(crofter 40s, 6ha)  
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On the west side (Kilmuir), one interviewee explained: 

 

Church membership has been rising in the last 6 or 7 years, possibly through 

children getting religious education in school and then their parents feeling that 

they should go to church.   

(crofter 40s, 7ha).   

 

People may be attending church for social reasons as well as religious regions, as the 

following quote illustrates: 

 

There aren‘t many social events in the district, there aren‘t many opportunities to 

meet people except for the church.  

(crofter 60s, 2ha) 

 

On the question of what effect, if any, the church might have on agricultural practices, one 

interviewee explained that in his township there is a strong adherence to a tradition of 

planning some of the annual communal crofting tasks by linking them with the church 

calendar.  It is also interesting to note that the calendar is based on events in the two 

different denominations which are the most commonly attended in the area:    

 

…we try to keep to the traditional dates for sheep work.  The yeld ewes and the 

hoggs are clipped the week after the Free Church communion, and the milk ewes in 

the week after the Free Presbyterian Church communion. 

(crofter 40s, 11ha) 

 

It is not part of this research to determine whether this description of the link between the 

church and crofting evolved as a simple mnemonic for simplifying the organisation of 

gathering dates for communal croft work, or whether it has a deeper and more complex 

social, cultural or religious significance.  What is clear is that this practice gives a 

fascinating insight into the extent to which crofting is still seen in some townships as being 

embedded into the whole life of the community. 
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In another township, the link between church and agricultural practice appears to be passive 

rather than active, as expressed through their respect for the Sabbath when planning croft 

work: 

 

There are three different churches here, so we don‘t work on Sundays.  

(crofter 50s, 24ha) 

 

Askvoll 

In Askvoll the situation is rather different.  There is only one denomination, the state 

Lutheran church, and while its influence has been strong in the past, none of those 

interviewed seemed to think it had much effect on present day society: 

 

The church has very little influence these days.  Everybody is a member, but very 

few people go to church - except at Christmas and funerals. 

(farmer 40s, 20ha) 

 

One farmer commented that churchgoing is not even regarded as a social event now: 

 

… today‘s meeting place is the shop!   

(farmer 40s, 10ha) 

 

In contrast to Trotternish, no interviewees felt that there was any connection between the 

church and agriculture. 

 

9.7 The effect of employment 

In both study areas, there has been an increase in white-collar jobs, with salaries higher than 

previously available in rural areas.  Many of these jobs have been created by the local 

authority (for example, for Norway, Almås 1995: 87).  Unsurprisingly, then, a number of 

interviewees in both study areas cited the availability of full-time employment as an 

important reason for a change in agricultural practices, with those tasks that require a 

heavier in-put of time, such as cropping, or milking, being reduced, or, in many cases, 

ceased altogether.  Interviewees also explained that the fact of full-time employment 
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amongst crofters and farmers has required a change in how some of the agricultural work is 

managed. 

 

Trotternish   

The availability of jobs with good remuneration was mentioned by many of those 

interviewed as having an effect on crofting: 

 

At one time people had cattle to produce food.  They didn‘t have paid employment 

apart from a bit of fishing and that sort of thing.  Then people had work but the 

wages weren‘t that high.  Now people have good wages, and easier lives - they 

don‘t need to be milking and so on. 

(crofter 40, 11ha) 

 

This quote gives a very useful chronological sequence for the effect that the increase in 

employment opportunities and remuneration have had on agricultural decisions on crofts.  

This interviewee implies that once people can afford to buy their food from the shop, they 

do not feel any need to produce it themselves.   However, some of those interviewed 

explained the reason for a reduction in agricultural practices the other way round: 

 

There isn‘t a living to be had from crofts, so everyone has full-time jobs.   

        (crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

The way this comment has been phrased appears to imply that were it possible to make a 

living from crofts, the desire for full-time jobs would be less.  As has been pointed out 

earlier, crofts were generally created to be too small to make a living and part-time or 

seasonal non-croft work has been usual. 

 

Full-time employment was also given as a reason for a change to how communal working is 

organised, for the reason that people in employment need to book their days off in advance:   

 

We fix the sheep work in the calendar for the whole year.  

(crofter 50s, 24ha)  
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However, it is of interest to note that this example shows that, despite having the 

considerable time-constraints of employment placed upon them, some crofters seem 

determined to find strategies to allow them to remain not only agriculturally active, but also 

able to contribute to communal working. 

 

Askvoll 

A similar explanation of the effect of employment on agricultural activity was given by one 

farmer in Askvoll: 

  

It became easier to earn money working away from the farm - with the change from 

a natural household economy to a money economy.  Also our farm was hard to 

work - it‘s very steep and the buildings are old. In those days [1970s], the farm was 

an important part of your income, but today its contribution is small - that‘s typical. 

         (farmer 50s, 6ha)  
  

It should be noted, however, that the work-load and time-commitment required to run a 

dairy farm is considerably more than to run extensive grazing sheep or cattle, as is the case 

with almost all the interviewees in Trotternish.  A farmer is required to attend to milking 

twice a day, seven days a week throughout the year, tending to calves and, additionally, 

feeding in the winter.  Unsurprisingly, therefore, interviewees cited lack of time and the 

need to be able to manage working hours as the reasons for working as a samdrift - that is, 

two or three farmers working together as a joint business and sharing the work-load between 

the members: 

 

…samdrift  – the reason, first and foremost, is to get definite working hours and 

time off.  

(farmer 40s, 20ha) 

 

The effect of the samdrift system is subtly different from the strategy employed by the 

Trotternish township which devises a whole calendar of dates for sheep work to allow 

people to book their time off from paid employment.  While the Trotternish system allows 

those in full-time employment to continue to take an active part in occasional communal 

crofting activities, the co-operative system in Askvoll allows farmers to plan their time off.  

In other words, the samdrift system enables them to organise their lives to more closely 
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resemble that of those in full-time employment, who do not have the same burden of daily 

chores that a dairy farmer does. 

 

9.8 The effect of changing attitudes 

Interviewees‘ assessments of the reason for agricultural change over the study period have 

been collated and discussed based on different themes, such as the range of purely 

agricultural reasons, discussed in Chapter 8, through to social and cultural reasons discussed 

in this chapter.  However, there remain a series of comments which indicate a change in 

cultural and social attitudes towards agriculture over the study period.  A number of 

interviewees cite this change in attitude as an important reason for decisions to change 

agricultural practices – with the majority of those changes cited being a reduction in, or a 

cessation of, agricultural activity.   

 

Trotternish 

Perhaps the starkest reason given for changes in crofting practices is contained in the 

following statement:  

 

Crofts are not worked these days, people are lazy. 

(crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

However, this comment reflects similar feelings of negativity expressed by a number of 

interviewees in Trotternish when describing the changes that have taken place in crofting.  

The comments suggest that interviewees feel regret for the passing of the era when crops 

were grown on crofts, cattle were at the core of the croft management plan, and crofters 

were more self-sufficient in food.   

 

This interviewee described a similar reduction in crofting activity, but gave a different 

reason; rather than laziness, he cited an increase in disposable income and a reduction in 

available time as the motivations for a cessation in crofting:  
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People have more money today - they don‘t have time for going to the hill, 

gathering, doing fank work and so on. 

(crofter 65, 18ha) 

 

Another interviewee suggested that changes have come about because fewer people are 

agriculturally active:  

 

People were getting older, and there was no-one to follow them. 

(crofter 60s, 2ha) 

 

This suggests that younger people have either moved away or are choosing not to become 

involved in crofting activities.  The interviewee explained that crofting activities are more 

difficult for the individual crofter when the active crofters in that township or area are more 

elderly, and/or there are fewer of them.  It may be that the age at which crofters inherit crofts 

has increased, but this is not recorded. 

 

Similarly, sheep work gave little enjoyment to one crofter, although he clearly remains 

committed to working the land and a continuation of agricultural production, albeit of a 

different kind, from his croft: 

 

I was getting fed-up with sheep.  I like having trees, and they‘re good for the 

environment. 

(crofter 50s, 12ha) 

 

It may be no coincidence that this crofter was from the township where there have not been 

fank days since the 1970s.  Although it would require further research to establish why 

communal sheep work had ceased there, the absence of that communal support for croft 

work which would be difficult to undertake single-handed is likely to have had an impact on 

the enjoyment which this crofter could gain from keeping sheep. 

  

One interviewee linked changing diet with changes in crofting practices, although it is 

difficult to determine whether he thinks that people do not grow so many potatoes because 
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they do not eat as many as in the past, or if they do not eat as many potatoes now because 

they no longer grow them on the croft: 

 

A few potatoes and so on are still planted, but it‘s not the way it used to be - people 

don‘t eat as many potatoes now.  

(crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

This is further evidence of the move away from subsistence, and from a diet based on the 

produce from the croft.  Another important change mentioned by a few interviewees was 

that people have stopped milking a cow, although in this quote it is hard to determine 

whether the change was prompted by a new grocery delivery service, or whether a rise in 

household income made the purchase of milk possible:  

 

When my mother realised she could buy milk (from a van) she stopped milking the 

cow - about 1975.  After that they stopped keeping cattle, making hay and growing 

corn, though they kept going with potatoes and vegetables for a while.  

(crofter 40s, 7.5ha)  

 

What is remarkable, is that the realisation that milk could be bought from a van resulted in 

the cessation of the major part of croft activity.  This is a useful demonstration of the extent 

to which the milk cow was at the centre of the croft economy, so that the decision to give up 

milking had an impact on a range of land-management practices, with their associated 

social, cultural, landscape and environmental effects. 

  

Another crofter summed up the effect of the cultural change away from subsistence 

agriculture which was based on necessity:   

 

Crofting is becoming a way of life that you choose, not something you have to do 

to keep yourself alive. 

(crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

Interestingly, this quote is almost identical to the comment made by the SEERAD officer 

(―…it‘s their way of life anyway…‖) with which this chapter started. 
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Finally, one interviewee raised what he saw as the biggest threat to crofting: that crofters are 

being tempted to realise their assets because croft land now has a high marketable value.  It 

is seen as a threat because it encourages both the cessation of crofting activity and the loss of 

agricultural land to housing and other non-agricultural developments: 

 

The price of crofts is a worry now, both the price of a tenancy and also people who 

have bought their crofts selling them for high prices. 

         (crofter 40s, 11ha) 

 

Askvoll 

Some of the comments from interviewees in Askvoll were reminiscent of comments from 

Trotternish concerned with a cessation of subsistence farming and the effect of full-time 

employment.  This farmer refers to the self-sufficient based farm economy of the past which 

they changed to specialisation in one line of production, in part because of lack of time 

because the farmer was in full-time employment with the commune:   

 

We used to have a few cows, a few sheep and a couple of pigs, but because the 

farm is so small, when we put up a new farm building, we decided to specialise in 

sheep.   

(farmer 30s, 20ha) 

 

 Now that, as a result of falling prices for production, and an effective reduction in grants, 

economic return from farms is diminishing, the amount of work required to maintain a 

sufficient financial return is the main concern of most farmers: 

   

A dairy farm is too much work for too small a return.  When the next generation 

takes over I think it will just be beef production.  

(farmer 60s, 20ha) 

 

The fact that it has been government policy since 1997 to reduce the number of dairy farms 

means that the government will purchase milk quota at an attractive price.  The attraction of 

selling milk quote in order to get a good financial return was given as a reason for ceasing 

milk production by two interviewees: 
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Due to steadily worsening financial returns, in 2000 I gave up milk production, the 

state bought the milk quota (90,000 l) at 20,50kr (=£2) per litre.  

(farmer 60s, 20ha) 

 

I was fed up with milking – I couldn‘t see any future in milk production and I got a 

good price for selling my milk quota.   

(farmer 70s, 14ha) 

 

This second quote is similar to that of the interviewee in Trotternish who changed his 

crofting production to trees because he was ―fed-up with sheep‖.  However, in contrast, this 

Askvoll interviewee ceased production altogether and adds that he had financial reasons for 

giving up milk production: that he could see no future in it and also that he was financially 

rewarded for ceasing production.   

 

While the interviewee in Trotternish who commented on the threats posed to agriculture by 

realisation of land assets by crofters, resulting in rising land prices, neither of these Askvoll 

interviewees raised it as a concern that the potential financial gains that are being offered to 

cease milk production could have a wider negative effect on agriculture as a whole.  Both 

interviewees appear satisfied that they were able to realise their assets and were pleased with 

the price they received for ceasing production. 

  

Even the Udal right, mentioned by several farmers in Askvoll as a very strong tradition, 

appears to be weakening: 

  

Some people who have taken over farms through the udal right have a strong 

feeling for the place but don‘t want to work the farm.  Most usually they live in the 

house and rent the fields to neighbours. 

 (Grytøyra 2010) 

 

This is similar to the Trotternish crofters who live in the crofthouse but, do not see any 

reason to work the croft. 
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9.9 Conclusion  

The respect for cattle recorded in historical sources was still evident in Trotternish with the 

strongest example being the crofter who feels that keeping cattle is ―in his blood‖.  When 

Askvoll farmers were asked whether a tradition for cattle was an influence, the responses 

indicated that cattle were kept for economic reasons alone.  None of the Askvoll 

interviewees had mentioned the seter (sheiling) system, a previously widespread tradition 

and one which continues in a modern guise in some districts.  When I asked about using the 

seter, the answer was given that it did not make economic sense to use them.   

 

The only reference in the first set of interviews to any influence from tradition was to the 

udal tradition.  This is enshrined in law and is meant to ensure that a farm is passed down to 

the next generation and the succeeding generation feels a duty to work that farm.   However 

there were suggestions that this is becoming weaker as younger generations do not always 

have the same feeling, and increasingly require that the workload should not be too onerous 

and that it must bring in a good income. 

    

In Trotternish influence of tradition on land-use decisions are much more evident, but harder 

to assess due to their complexity and the fact that they are connected to many other aspects 

of community life such as history, heritage, the Gaelic language, place names and the 

church.  It is not that there has not been modernisation in Trotternish, but the way this is 

described indicates that it has often been used, as in the case of big bale silage, to allow the 

continuation of the tradition of keeping cattle, albeit in a modern form.     

 

It was clear from many of the responses from the Trotternish crofters interviewed - 

including younger crofters - that they were well aware of traditional practices and 

understood, and were able to explain in depth, the reasons for changes in agricultural 

activity.  In contrast, the responses from Askvoll were generally simpler and more 

concerned with pragmatic issues, though it is true that there have been fewer changes to the 

system than in Scotland.  It would require further research to identify why it remains of 

importance to crofters to maintain a memory of traditional agricultural practices and way of 
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life and to tease out to what extent and why they either regret the passing of these practices 

or try to maintain them.    

 

High levels of social capital are evident in both study areas through the extent of co-

operative working, although again there is a contrast in the forms of communal working 

which have developed in both study areas.  At the level of helping neighbours, where an 

extra pair of hands is needed, it is very similar in both areas.   Sheep work, particularly 

gathering of sheep, similarly involves a group of people.  However more organised sheep 

work was described in one district of Askvoll covering all aspects of sheep production.  

There are examples of organised systems for arranging communal work dates in Trotternish, 

and in one township, the calendar is linked to that of a social institution not commonly 

linked to agriculture in the twenty first century: the church. 

 

The range of different types of co-operative systems in Askvoll is striking.  Machinery 

groups appear to be common; however this is similarly a relatively formal arrangement.  The 

recent example of co-operative working - samdrift – will be discussed in the next chapter 

under diversification, where it will be seen that this offers potential to increase business 

opportunities.  Shooting rights in Askvoll are strong, recognised in law, and used, and make 

a significant contribution to the strength of communal working, while the dugnad 

(communal working) in its modern form is highly organised but generally used for 

community rather than agricultural projects.  Crofters do not have shooting rights (yet at 

least) and thus they do not have the option of strengthening communal working through the 

hunting of deer.   

 

Why Askvoll farmers feel comfortable with the idea of this more formalised co-operative 

working can be explained by the fact that the co-operative movement has been strong in 

Norway for over a century with the result that there are now nationwide producer and 

supplier co-operatives which work very effectively and through which the bulk of farm 

produce is marketed and farm needs are supplied.  This means that Norwegian farmers are 

well used to being part of membership groups which work on their behalf. 
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It is also interesting to observe that, when asked to describe what agricultural changes had 

taken place, many of the Trotternish interviewees described not just the changes on their 

own croft, but those in the township, in neighbouring townships or generally throughout the 

area.  This contrasts with the responses from farmers in Askvoll which generally, with a few 

exceptions, described only the specific changes that had taken place in their own farm rather 

than what had happened in their neighbourhood or the whole area.  This indicates that the 

Trotternish crofters have a view of their agricultural system which encompasses whole 

communities, compared to the Askvoll farmers who tend to concentrate on their own 

holding. 

 

The final theme discussed was how people‘s attitudes towards agriculture have changed 

over the study period.  In many of these examples, the change in attitude such as increased 

laziness or an increased capitalist mentality was described clearly.  In Trotternish, few, if 

any, reasons were given for this change in attitude.  In Askvoll, the most commonly cited 

reason was a monetary one. 

 

In summary, it is easier to be clear about the effect of cultural factors in Askvoll where the 

farmers who are still farming have left tradition behind in pursuit of more economically 

viable businesses; the interview responses indicated that economics has more influence than 

anything else.  Cooperative working is therefore attractive to them as it enables them to 

work more efficiently and therefore more economically.  

 

In contrast, in Trotternish, although a decreasing number of people over the study period are 

involved in crofting, those who are still working the land are often very differently 

motivated from those in Askvoll.   The responses recorded in this project are somewhat 

different from those recorded by Busby & MacLeod (2010) which indicated that those 

respondents felt that the ‗crofting way of life‘ is a thing of the past.  Many of the active 

crofters interviewed in Trotternish indicated that they feel crofting is part of their way of life 

and which also confirms their sense of identity and place within the community.
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10. IS THERE CONFIDENCE ABOUT THE 
FUTURE? 

 

The preceding chapters have considered descriptions of how agriculture has changed 

over the study period and what factors are felt by interviewees to be, or to have been, 

influential in prompting these changes.  This final analysis of interviewee opinion 

considers evidence of confidence, or lack of confidence, in the future.  By analysing 

the responses to questions covering diversification and the likelihood that the next 

generation will take over the land, this chapter seeks to determine whether 

interviewees are of the opinion that small-scale agriculture will develop, continue 

unchanged, diminish or cease – either on their own land or in their area. 

 

10.1 Diversification  

The all-encompassing term ―pluriactivity‖ is discussed in the next section, but it is 

worthwhile first considering the related term ―diversification‖:  

According to the Scottish Agricultural College, ―Farm Diversification is the 

establishment on a farm of a new enterprise and is the term usually used when 

considering a non-agricultural or novel enterprise‖ (SAC 2009).  While stressing non-

agricultural activity, the term does not exclude new forms of agriculture.  

 

Also known as an ―alternative farm enterprise‖, farm diversification has been divided 

by some authors into agricultural diversification and business diversification (Ilbery et 

al 1997).  ‗Agricultural diversification‘ would include novel or non-traditional crops 

or livestock, and ‗business diversification‘ would include various forms of farm 

tourism, food processing and other businesses located on a farm which might have no 

connection with the land.  The Scottish Agricultural College suggests the following 
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possibilities: Agricultural Diversification: Novel Livestock; Novel and Non-food 

crops; Business diversification: Tourist Accommodation; Leisure and recreation; 

Value added to products and Direct marketing; Energy (SAC 2009). 

 

Adding value to a raw product from the farm or croft is, as suggested by the SAC, a 

form of diversification.  The present low market value of traditional farm products 

(lambs, calves, milk) is an incentive to develop their value by selling them as meat 

cuts, smoked food products, and processed milk products such as ice cream, yoghurt, 

cheese etc.  Adding value to raw produce can both add value to the product itself and, 

at the same time, create jobs.  

 

Adding value to croft or farm products is a relatively new concept in the two study 

areas. Traditionally, farmers and crofters have not been required to have skills in 

developing a product or in marketing because their main sales have been of milk and 

meat through co-operatives (in Norway) and, in Scotland of store cattle and sheep, 

which are sold at auction for finishing on lowland farms, to slaughter weight.   

 

The creation of brand names such as ―Heather Isle Meats‖ (Lewis) or the logo ―Skye 

the Island and Lochalsh‖ have been developed in recent years and can help to present 

an image of food originating from a clean and healthy environment.  The marketing of 

―Orkney Cheese‖ and other ―Orkney‖ products has been particularly successful, and a 

‗Crofter Brand‘ was launched at the Scottish Crofting Foundation‘s Barra Gathering 

in September 2008. 

 

In Norway there have been similar initiatives, for instance the Gardsmat (Farmfood) 

programme, which encourages the production and marketing of food from the farm.  

This is a membership organisation which has now (since 2004) been combined with a 

rural tourism initiative Bygdeturisme (rural tourism). 

 

Farm shops, and other forms of direct sale to customers, such as Skye‘s Food Link 

Van, mentioned in Chapter 8, can increase the producer‘s share of the income by 

cutting out middle men and providing employment locally.   
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Some surveys consider contracting (i.e. supply of labour and machinery) to other 

farms as a form of diversification (McInerney et al 1989).  

Farm-based businesses might include workshop facilities; storage facilities (furniture, 

warehousing etc); services (e.g. kennels, livery, etc); and passive lets (i.e. letting 

buildings to other businesses. 

 

Although the SAC and agricultural and rural development bodies use the term 

‗diversification‘ frequently, there has been some debate in the academic literature as 

to what the term actually means.  (e.g. Ilbery 1991, Shucksmith & Winter 1990)  The 

argument has been put forward that diversification is generally used to describe the 

redeployment of land or capital, but does not include the redeployment of labour.  

Off-farm wage-generating activity has been regarded as an indicator of ‗part-time 

farming‘.   

 

However, since it first appeared in academic literature in the 1930s, the term ‗part-

time farming‘ has itself been subject to much discussion over how it is defined 

(Bessant 2006: 161).   Difficulties arose, among other things, when researchers, up 

until the 1980s concentrated on the farmer or crofter and neglected the contribution 

from other members of the family (Fuller 1990: 361-363). More recent research has 

broadened the concept to take account of off-farm wage-earning by all members of a 

farm family.  Thus the combination of farming alongside other paid work is described 

as ‗part-time farming‘ which is carried out by ‗part-time farmers‘.  Including all 

members of a farm household under the term ‗part-time farming‘ can also lead to 

difficulties as there may be little connection between some wage-earning members 

and the farming operation.   

 

Another problem with definitions of the term is whether a diversified business on a 

farm constitutes wage-earning work, causing the farm to be regarded as ―part-time‖.  

Some authors to counter the difficulty that under these criteria nearly all farms could 

be regarded as part time, have attempted to put figures on the percentage of income 

derived from sources other than ―conventional‖ on-farm activities.  For example, 

Marsden et al (1986: 276) defined a hobby farmer as one which ―acquired most 

(usually above 90%) of household income from off-farm business interests or non-



10 – Is there confidence about the future? 

 

183 
 

agricultural farm-based income‖.  This could, however raise a further problem of 

defining ‗non-agricultural‘.  

 

These definitional problems have been, if not solved, then superseded, by taking a 

more integrated approach, first using the term ‗multiple jobholding‘, and then the 

more  encompassing term ‗pluriactivity‘, to describe ―the phenomenon of farming in 

conjunction with another gainful activity, whether on or off-farm‖ (MacKinnon et al 

1991: 59). 

 

10.2 Pluriactivity 

Traditionally, pluriactivity (income from more than one economic activity) was very 

common among small farmers in the west of Norway (a fisherman-farmer was a 

particularly common combination), and was a necessity for most Scottish crofters.  

 

In Scotland, it could be said that crofters engaged in ―diversification‖, or were at least 

―pluriactive‖, long before these terms were devised.  Most crofts were created in the 

early part of the nineteenth century when landlords wanted to be sure of a workforce 

for the cutting of kelp on the shore (Hunter 1976 etc).  The crofts were deliberately 

created to be too small to produce a living for a family, so that the crofter, and at 

times also his family, would need to seek extra employment, which was provided at 

that time by the kelp.  After the demise of the kelp industry in the 1820s, crofters had 

to find any means they could to supplement the croft income, and while, during the 

nineteenth century, many travelled to work in the east coast fishing industry and to 

lowland harvests, after the 1886 Crofting Act provided security of tenure, it became 

more common for crofters to base additional work on the croft.  Equally, in the late 

twentieth century, it is very unusual to find a crofter without a source of income in 

addition to the croft.  The SAC report for SEERAD Crofting in the 21
st
 Century 

surveyed a random selection of 42 active croft families and concluded that ―The 

agricultural income was shown to be a very minor part of the total income of the 

croftholder and spouse‖ (Bevan & Sutherland 2001: 19). 

In Norway, land holdings were small, not because large tracts of land were held by a 

small number of large landowners (as in Scotland), but because of the fact that there 

was very little arable land in the country (3% of the land surface).  Thus in Norway, 
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as on the crofting estates in Scotland, diversification and pluriactivity were practiced 

as a necessity: farming on small holdings was commonly combined with other 

occupations, fishing being almost universal on the coast where the majority of the 

Norwegian population was found. 

 

From the 1960s onwards, there was a trend towards full employment in one industry 

(Grytøyra 1999, Almås 1993), often either farming or fishing.  However, as already 

discussed, since then there has been an increasing number of part-time farms and a 

corresponding increase in off-farm employment among members of farm households.  

Eikeland and Lie (1999) stress the importance of contemporary modern restructuring 

in the analysis of rural areas: "The emergence of new kinds of specialised markets, 

new technology and improved opportunities for commuting and working far away 

from home have engendered new concepts".   They found that 75% of pluriactive 

households in Norway perform agricultural work.  Niche marketing and commuting to 

jobs were more common close to large towns where there were more opportunities.    

 

A study of the development of farm-based business in Norway by Jervell & 

Vongsgraven (1999) emphasises the importance of social and economic networks in 

encouraging innovative capability.  The study also emphasises the importance of 

farmers in initiating innovative developments as well as their importance as the 

owners of the natural resources.  A difference between Norway and Scotland might be 

expected where a crofter has only limited ownership/tenancy of natural resources, and 

this has been borne out in the interviews, as will be seen in this chapter.   

 

10.3 Globalisation and rural resilience 

In Chapter One, I explored the impact of globalisation on agriculture and the extent to 

which researchers, policy-makers and governments are becoming increasingly aware 

of the potential role that small-scale agriculture could play within a globalised market.  

It is therefore useful to identify what key skills and attributes a peripheral small-scale 

farming community should possess in order to make best use of this potential 

opportunity.   
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John Bryden provides a clear picture of the effects of globalisation (Bryden 1998), a 

key feature of which has been the increased mobility of many types of production, as 

well as continuing intensification in mobility of goods and services.  Traditionally, all 

peripheral areas have been regarded as vulnerable, however, a number of studies have 

shown that there is considerable variation between areas and that some areas have 

developed strategies to overcome any disadvantages.  Stöhr (1990) documented the 

growing recognition that there is great variation between different rural areas.  He 

emphasised the ‗grass roots‘ character of many successful local developments, which 

are often started by a key initiator who is frequently ‗unconventional‘, i.e. not an 

administrator or large-scale entrepreneur, and also that successful local developments 

were just as likely to be found in remote areas.  Stöhr identifies the importance of 

local social and institutional networks, and the diversification of existing local 

activities rather than ‗intensification‘.  

 

Nygard and Storsted (1998) question how far the food market will be globalised.  

They point to consumer surveys in Norway which show that Norwegian people prefer 

Norwegian food on grounds of safety and quality.  They argue that the government is 

not taking account of this, as one of the main goals of agricultural policy is to reduce 

the price of food.  In Britain, various food scares (BSE, foot and mouth, etc) as 

detailed in the introduction, mean there is less consumer confidence in the safety of 

farm produce, but this has strengthened the drive for safe, traceable food which could, 

argues Pugliese (2001) be built up through the organic movement, which is gaining 

ground and which arguably fulfils many of the aims of sustainable rural development. 

 

Chambers and Conway (1992) suggest a ―Sustainable Rural Livelihoods approach to 

Pluriactivity‖ where ‗livelihood‘ is made up of:  

 

…the capabilities, assets (stores, resources, claims and access) and activities 

required for a means of living: a livelihood is sustainable which can cope 

with and recover from stress and shocks, maintain or enhance its capabilities 

and assets, and provide sustainable livelihood opportunities for the next 

generation; and which contributes net benefits to other livelihoods at the 

local and global levels and in the short and long term.   

      (Chambers and Conway 1992: 6) 

 



10 – Is there confidence about the future? 

 

186 
 

10.4 Young people coming into crofting and farming 

There is widespread concern about the high age of crofters and farmers and this raises 

concerns about succession.  Many countries run schemes to encourage younger people 

to take over crofts and farms.  In Wales, there is a Young Entrants Support Scheme 

which gives grants and support to farmers under the age of 40 who are taking over 

agricultural holdings (Welsh Assembly Government 2010). 

 

In Scotland, various Croft Entrant Schemes have been run in the Crofting Counties 

since 1992, with the aim of encouraging inactive crofters to assign their crofts to 

younger people (under 40) through a financial incentive, and offering practical and 

financial support for the new entrant. From 2005, the scheme has been run by a 

partnership of the Crofters Commission and Highlands and Islands Enterprise. 

 

In Norway there are establishment and development grants for new farmers, with 

priority for women and young people (under 35 years).  This is part of the rural 

development grants from Innovation Norway (Lov Data 2009). 

Although farming in the Mid-west of the United States is far removed from small-

scale farming in Atlantic Europe, studies into farming attitudes have been carried out 

there, while such studies in relevant areas are rare.  A study by Iowa State University 

Extension in 2009 asked Iowa farmers about the reasons and motivations behind their 

children‘s decisions either to enter farming or not to enter farming.  It was interesting 

to note that the motivation receiving the highest rating for entering farming was ‗love 

of farming‘ followed by ‗quality of life‘ and ‗desire to carry on family tradition‘, 

whereas the lowest-rated motivation was ‗better income than other options‘.  In 

contrast, the reasons given for not wanting to farm were mainly economic, indeed 

―The dominant reason, by far, was that other occupations provided better income‖ 

(Arbuckle et al 2009: 2).    

10.5 Interviewees’ responses 

10.5.1 Diversification and pluriactivity 

In order to assess to what extent crofters in Trotternish and farmers in Askvoll showed 

evidence of a willingness to utilise diversification and pluriactivity to increase the 

sustainability of their agricultural enterprise, interviewees were asked whether they 
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were either marketing their products in a new way, developing new products or 

devising new farm businesses. 

 

 

Trotternish 

Interviewees in Trotternish had few examples of successful diversification and in 

some cases the ‗diversification‘ is for their own use: 

 

There are quite a few crofters beginning to grow fruit and vegetables in their 

gardens – for their own use.  

        (Crofter 40s, 5ha) 

 

Rather than being an example of diversification, this example seems to suggest that 

some crofters are again beginning to see the value of practising some aspects of the 

subsistence crofting which was prevalent in the past.  It is perhaps of interest that this 

was regarded as an innovation – evidence of the fact that the growing of fruit and 

vegetables for home consumption is now so unusual that it is worth remarking on. 

 

Some crofters in the area were reported by interviewees as having diversified into 

tree-growing, with one interviewee adding that he had also established a tree nursery 

in a polytunnel, with the trees being used for his own forestry enterprise.  He 

explained that the polytunnel is also used for small-scale horticulture for subsistence 

or which is sold locally on a small scale: 

 

I cut the sheep numbers and started planting trees.  I put up a polytunnel as a 

tree nursery and I‘ve got a few vegetables in there, too.  The vegetables are 

mainly for the house, but I sell some at sales of work.  

        (crofter 50s, 5ha) 

Two interviewees reported attempted diversification which had not been a success.  In 

both examples, the failure of these attempts to diversify appears to have been because 

of negative external factors; in the first example, because of adverse weather 

conditions and in the second because a lack of key infrastructure meant that a 

potentially profitable and successful enterprise could not be developed: 

 

There‘s a few polytunnels in Kilmuir but there‘s a real difficulty with how 

strong the wind can be.  

(crofter 40s, 7ha). 
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We tried fattening lambs in a wintering shed, – we‘ve proved that it can be 

done but at the moment the scale is too small for it to be profitable - the 

haulage to the slaughterhouse in Dingwall was a killer.  

        (crofter 50, 20ha) 

 

Only one interviewee was enthusiastic about a successful diversification project he 

had undertaken:    

 

We‘ve got strawberries, gooseberries, tomatoes – We‘ve been making these 

into preserves and selling them – a tremendous opportunity.  We sell to 

hotels, through the Food Link van, and we go to the weekly market stall and 

the monthly farmers market in Portree....We have a plan for a co-operative 

kitchen in the old croft house.  

        (crofter 60, 5ha) 

 

It is of interest that this crofter had only been in the area since 1994.  As discussed in 

Chapter 8, it is possible that as a result he does not feel bound by traditional 

preconceptions of ‗what crofting is‘ and is therefore willing to try new methods of 

distribution and the support schemes which have been developed by the Food Link 

van and the Skye and Lochalsh Horticultural Development Association which he 

described: 

 

… it has 100 members, and it helps people to start horticulture.  It runs 

training courses and has a bank of implements to lend out.  There is also 

Skye & Lochalsh Horticultural Development which has a bulk buying 

scheme for things like polytunnels, seed pots and compost. 

         (crofter 60s, 5ha) 

Although other interviewees mentioned having polytunnels, or knowing of other 

crofters who have polytunnels, it of interest that no-one else referred to, or appeared 

to make use of, the Foodlink Van or the Skye & Lochalsh Horticultural Development 

Association. 

 

One crofter interviewed has built up a successful outdoor pursuits business based on 

the croft.  ―...The business has been going since 1986 and employs five people during 

the summer, and ourselves all the year round‖ (crofter 40s 7ha). While this business 

does not make use of the croft land, the croft has enabled the provision of sites for a 

meeting house, staff accommodation and a bunkhouse, and also a site for a 6kw wind 

generator which supplies power for the buildings. 
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Despite some evidence of interest in developing croft diversification amongst a 

minority of Trotternish crofters interviewed, the majority however, showed little 

inclination to move away from the established agricultural practices of the area: 

 

I‘m not thinking about any business apart from traditional crofting. 

        (Crofter 40s, 11ha) 

 

Askvoll 

In comparison with Trotternish, a number of interviewees in Askvoll displayed a high 

level of willingness to experiment with diversification and were clearly prepared to 

exploit agriculturally-related business opportunities.  In each example of 

diversification, the motivation is to increase the output and the income generated by 

the farm. 

 

One interviewee reported that, having given up dairying, he now derives a significant 

proportion of his income from a meat cutting and packing company which he has 

developed on his farm: 

 

I sold the milk quota in 1999 and began a meat processing business.  I go to 

markets in Bergen and Førde to sell the meat.  I built a processing plant, I‘m 

not allowed to slaughter myself, but I buy in carcases from Førde [the nearest 

big town] and process them.   

       (farmer 70s, 14 ha) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Image 15: Farmer-owned meat processing unit on an Askvoll farm (writer 2006) 
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There are several other farms which have, or are considering diversification.  In the 

first example, although the income is fairly insignificant as a percentage of whole 

farm income, the farmer displays a determination and a willingness to innovate in his 

marketing and distribution methods: 

 

We have 0.1 ha of herbs, but it‘s labour intensive and it‘s not an important 

part of our income.  We sell some herbs directly to hotels and restaurants, but 

the bulk goes to a distributer in Lom.   

 

and, 

 

We changed over to organic production, apart from the grassland because 

that‘s so difficult to manage organically in this wet climate. 

        (farmer 30s, 20ha) 

 

In the second example, diversification is being explored as a way of increasing the 

income on a farm with unproductive land which the interviewee explained has a 

problematic weed, making conventional agriculture unprofitable: 

 

This is a very poor farm, so we have a few cashmere goats and we are 

considering berry production.  

        (farmer 40s, 10ha) 

 

Two cases of diversification are good examples of the advantages available to 

Norwegian farmers who, unlike crofters in Trotternish, have outright ownership of the 

land and its associated resources. These examples also display a willingness by the 

farmers to exploit an opportunity to diversify and increase their farm income: 

 

We rent out the shooting rights because there a lots of holiday huts in the 

region and these people are willing to pay a lot for a shoot.   

(farmer 40s, 10ha) 

 

A recent change in the law (2002) has allowed farmers to exploit the ‗fall right‘; in 

other words to sell, to the National Grid, electricity generated from falling water on 

their land:  
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There is a ‗fall right‘ connected to the farm - we built a hydro scheme on the 

river a year ago.  

        (farmer 30s, 12ha)  

 

One interviewee is involved in a fairly typical type of diversification – supplementing 

his farm income by developing a business which makes use of machinery and skills 

connected to farming:  

 

I do contract work with a digger, ditching and house sites.   

        (farmer 70s, 13ha) 

 

10.5.2 Young people  

In order to try to ascertain what levels of confidence crofters and farmers feel about 

the future, interviewees were asked whether they knew of, or expected, the next 

generation to continue crofting or farming.  As each interviewee was speaking for 

young people, the opinions expressed cannot be used to predict what will happen in 

the future – but they do give us a useful insight into the attitudes of the current 

generation of small-scale agriculturalists in both study areas.  Their degree of 

confidence could have an impact on decisions to continue to invest time and/or money 

in their agricultural holding, or whether they actively encourage or discourage the 

next generation from becoming involved.  

 

Trotternish 

Before turning to the comments of the interviewees, it is useful to look at the opinions 

concerning young people of the SEERAD officer, whose comments were explored in 

the previous chapter on Cultural Factors.  His comment is unequivocal that young 

people have no interest in crofting: 

 

Young people aren‘t interested.  They want a 9-5 job that‘s well paid and 

with plenty of time off.  

      (SEERAD officer 2006) 

 

However, the responses from the crofters interviewed tell a very different story.  The 

responses were almost equally divided into four different groups, with a further group 

making comments about their wider concerns for the future of crofting. 
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The first group of responses related to interviewees who had younger children.  In 

these cases, there was a reported enthusiasm for the concept of crofting, but a 

recognition that the young ages of the children made it difficult to predict whether 

they would actually become involved.   As discussed in the Cultural Factors chapter, 

in one case, the crofter is actively handing on his knowledge of local history and place 

names associated with his croft and the common grazings to his young children.  The 

following quote represents this group: 

 

My children are still quite young but they‘re interested in tractors, bulls and 

rams!  I‘m also aware that there a few in their thirties round about here who 

are involved in crofting.  

        (crofter 40s, 11ha) 

 

This comment is also an example of a second group of responses where interviewees 

were aware of young people in their township who were already actively involved in 

crofting, and three instances were given of young people who are about to take over 

crofts:  

 

My brother‘s son is taking over a croft in the village that is in our family, and 

there are two other young people in the area that I can think of who are 

taking over crofts.  

       (crofter 40s, 7ha) 

 

A third group reported that their children were living off the island, either involved in 

further education, or employed, and in these cases, the interviewees were on the one 

hand uncertain whether the young people would return to work the land, but on the 

other hand hopeful that they would: 

 

I have two sons who are interested [in crofting] but living away, and they 

might possibly come back  

        (crofter 60s, 5ha). 

 

My daughter is interested but she‘s partially disabled.   I‘m hopeful that my 

son will come back.  

        (crofter 60s, 7ha) 
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The uncertainty of whether young people will return was explained by this 

interviewee: 

 

I feel that whether they come back is dependent on employment 

opportunities - but actually, I wasn‘t interested in crofting myself when I was 

that age.  

        (crofter 50s, 12ha) 

 

At the same time, he seems to suggest that a lack of interest in crofting may be a 

phase which many young people go through, with the assumption that, if given the 

chance to return through employment opportunities, young people may well become 

more interested in crofting as they get older. 

 

Two further comments explained that there were young people who are both 

interested and involved in crofting, but that the uncertain and low financial returns 

which can be made from crofting made it of serious concern whether they would 

continue:  

 

My oldest son is at home and doing croft work at the moment, but I‘m 

doubtful about the future.  

        (crofter 60s, 14 ha) 

I have two sons and they‘re interested, but there‘s no reason for them to get 

involved when no-one can make a living by crofting.   

        (crofter 50s, 60ha)  

 

The final group of interviewees were clear that they could see no future that involved 

young people taking an active part in crofting, with the main reason given that their 

own children, or young people in general were uninterested in crofting – or that there 

was a shortage of young people around: 

 

My own children are not interested, and I work with my brother-in-law who 

is a bachelor. 

        (crofter 60s, 4ha) 

 

As a result of feeling that young people are unlikely to be attracted into crofting, this 

interviewee also gave a view of how crofting might continue: 
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I suspect that, in the future, there will be fewer crofters working more crofts 

and maybe not working them that much.  

        (Ibid.) 

 

His vision reflects a feeling that pragmatic solutions will be developed to allow 

crofting to continue; although, through the phrase ―maybe not working them much‖, 

he reveals that he feels that this style of crofting will be less productive.  

 

The final two comments reflected a strong desire to change the system so that young 

people could be encouraged to enter or continue crofting, and also gave specific 

examples of young people who are involved in crofting being held back by the lack of 

support: 

 

Something must be done for new entrants. There are two new crofters in the 

township who are not getting any payments at all because they cannot get 

into the scheme [single farm payment]. 

        (crofter 50s, 24ha)  

 

The second comment on this subject, discussed in the Cultural Factors chapter under 

‗The Effect of Changing Attitudes‘, emphasised the damage which increasing land 

prices for tenancies and bought crofts is having on the chances for young people to 

enter crofting. 

 

Askvoll 

The agricultural officer in Askvoll made an interesting observation about the effect of 

increased mechanisation on the farm, in relation to the weakening of the odelsrett 

(udal right, the sense of responsibility to continue the family farming activities: 

 

This is probably connected to the fact that in the past the whole family took 

part in the farm work – a child when they came to 6 or 7 years of age was 

given duties on the farm.  In recent times, farmwork has become very 

mechanised and the farm is  a dangerous work place for children, so children 

take a much smaller part in farm work – something which probably leads to 

less of an attachment to the farm. 

        (Grytøyra 2010) 
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As in Trotternish, a group of interviewees reported that their children were interested 

in farming, but that they were too young to make any predictions about their future 

involvement: 

 

Our children are just young, but they are interested in the farm.    

        (farmer 40s, 10ha) 

  

Only one farmer reported that his farm would definitely be taken over by the next 

generation; however, given that he was 73, the person entering farming could not be 

described as being a young person:   

 

My daughter is going to take over the farm soon - I‘m 73.   

        (farmer 70s, 14ha) 

 

It is of interest also, that in this instance, as the milk quota had been sold, the farming 

activities are considerably reduced and the meat-processing business makes the major 

contribution to the farm income. 

One interviewee seemed fairly confident that the next generation would take over, but 

was equally certain that the farm activities would be curtailed to involve only beef 

production; the reason given was that they would be unwilling to devote so many 

hours to dairy production: 

 

When the next generation takes over I think it will just be beef production.  

       (farmer 60s, 20ha) 

 

The onerous nature of farm duties, which leave little time off, were recognised as 

causing either a rejection of the whole farming way of life, or at best, considerable 

uncertainty as to whether the next generation would take over: 

 

We have two daughters. One has a strong feeling for the farm but she can‘t 

imagine doing so much work and having so little free time.  She‘d be pleased 

if she got a husband who was interested....The other daughter is not 

interested.   

        (farmer 50s, 27ha) 
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A further comment cited both the lack of free time and the poor financial return.  It is 

interesting that this interviewee made the connection between the absence of his 

family‘s tie to the farm and the resultant unlikelihood of the next generation feeling a 

duty or desire to continue the farming activities: 

 

I have children, but I don‘t think they‘ll take over because of poor return and 

lack of free time, but I don‘t have a family connection to the farm.   

          

       (farmer 40s, 20ha) 

 

The final comment is a bleak one.  The problem is not that there is a lack of young 

people; although there are family members, it is felt they will have no interest in 

taking over the farm: 

 

It‘s unlikely that anyone in the family will take over the farm.  

         (farmer 60s, 20ha) 

 

10.6 Conclusion 

There was evidence of enthusiasm for diversification amongst a small minority of the 

crofters interviewed in Trotternish.  In some cases, such as fattening lambs, a big 

effort had been made which had floundered financially as a result of the distance to 

the nearest abattoir.  This failure could be blamed on poor support from agencies or 

development bodies which it might be assumed would be supportive of infrastructure 

as basic as an abattoir in a livestock producing area.   

 

The successful outdoor pursuits business has been established on a croft and 

demonstrates the possibility of access to land for non-agricultural businesses.  The 

wind turbine which already supplies surplus power to the National Grid has now 

become a good example of another form of income possible from croft land, as with 

the announcement of the ―Feed-in Tariff‖ by the Scottish Government in 2010, the 

price per unit of electricity sold is much enhanced. 

 

There are some small indications of an increase of interest in horticulture, mostly at a 

subsistence level.  The only crofter interviewed who showed a real enthusiasm and 

willingness to develop and continue with horticulture as a new croft business was a 
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relatively recent incomer to the island.  His enthusiasm for the idea of a community 

kitchen, however, has the potential to draw in other crofters already starting to 

become involved in horticulture.  Although there is a horticultural development 

association for Skye and Lochalsh and a food distribution system which could be a 

launchpad for horticultural and other food diversification, none of the other crofters 

interviewed reported using these systems, despite the fact that they could be of use to 

those who are already experimenting with horticulture and polytunnels.  However, 

enthusiasm from a minority of crofters willing to try out this non-traditional form of 

production could lead to increased willingness to use the new marketing channels.  

High levels of social capital could spread this knowledge and enthusiasm. 

 

In contrast, in Askvoll a number of the farmers interviewed display innovation, 

determination and enthusiasm for developing agricultural diversification, and they 

apparently unaffected by whether the contribution the businesses make to the farm 

income range from very significant to insignificant.   In one case, the success of the 

diversification has meant the end of the major conventional activity on the farm (milk 

production), and the quota has been sold, making it hard for any future generation to 

get back into dairy farming.  In this case, the diversification, rather than any farming 

activity, has become the main income source for the farmer.  Two enterprises made 

use of specialized markets, as suggested by Eikeland and Lie (1999).  Such markets 

are assisted by the fact that, as Nygard and Storsted (1998) pointed out, Norwegian 

people favour Norwegian food on grounds of safety and quality.  

   

A variety of other types of diversification were mentioned, ranging from the 

contractor who has extended the use of machinery which he would have had anyway 

on his farm, to diversification that exploits the ownership of broader rights associated 

with land ownership, such as renting out hunting rights or the production of hydro-

electricity for sale to the national grid, made possible by a recent change to the law.  

This ties in with the study by Jervell & Vongsgraven (1999) which emphasises the 

importance of owning the natural resources, which is the case for farmers in Norway, 

in contrast to crofters in Scotland, even if they have bought their crofts.  The study 

also emphasises the importance of social and economic networks which are provided 

in Norway through the extensive co-operative movement.  The meat marketing co-

operative Gilde, for instance, buys animals ready for slaughter directly from farmers 
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and it also supplies supermarkets.  This means that farmers as producers are much 

closer to their markets, and they are more aware of the end value of their products 

than crofters in Scotland selling animals at auctions for fattening elsewhere. 

 

As Stöhr (1990), documents there is great variation between rural areas, but the 

successful forms of diversification are often those based in existing local activities, 

such as the meat processing business in Askvoll.  Whether the horticultural businesses 

will spread in Trotternish may depend on whether such production can be regarded as 

of the ‗grass roots‘ character of many successful local developments, which are often 

started by a key initiator who is frequently ‗unconventional‘, i.e. not an administrator 

or large-scale entrepreneur. 

 

There was a range of opinions expressed in both study areas on the subject of whether 

the next generation will continue to work the land.  Some interviewees‘ children were 

too young for their parents to have a clear idea of what would happen in the future, 

although they were all enthusiastic about agriculture.  

 

The views expressed in Trotternish were more varied than those expressed in Askvoll, 

but were generally more optimistic.  Several crofters interviewed knew of young 

people who were taking over crofts. Others at least hoped that their sons or daughters 

would return to work the family croft.  Several were unsure about what would happen 

to their crofts, and a few felt it unlikely that young people would take over crofts.  

Two showed a desire that young people be supported to get into crofting when they 

talked about the difficulty for new entrants in getting into the current grant scheme, or 

even getting access to crofts at all, due to the high prices being asked. 

 

However, it was surprising, given the enthusiasm shown for diversification in Askvoll 

that most interviewees (apart from those with young families) were doubtful about 

whether the next generation would take over farms.  In fact, there was only one 

elderly farmer who was able to state definitely that his daughter would be taking over 

his farm.  Others were unsure, or thought that the next generation would cut back on 

farming activities to reduce the workload, or, in two cases, that they were definitely 

not interested in farming at all.  No responses suggested there was a general (as 
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opposed to a specific, family-related) concern about the problems connected to 

attracting young people into farming. 

 

These results give a conflicting picture; if the future of small-scale agriculture is to be 

built on the enthusiasm for diversification, then the situation in Askvoll appears more 

buoyant.  However if the likelihood of the next generation taking over is the measure 

of confidence, then, surprising as it might seem, the situation in Trotternish is the 

more promising of the two study areas. 
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11. CONCLUSION 
 

Against a background, as outlined in the introduction, of increasing recognition by 

governments, policy makers and academics of the importance of small-scale 

agriculture, the research set out to consider factors which might influence land-use 

and land management within small-scale agriculture in two peripheral areas in North 

West Europe.  This was done through a detailed investigation of two case-study areas, 

through desk research, followed by interviews with twelve small-scale landholders 

and three officials in each place. 

 

11.1 Land tenure 

The research noted that crofting law in Scotland and land tenure in Norway have a 

completely different basis, the first being based on tenancy and the second on 

ownership.  Despite this difference, there are a number of similarities between their 

respective legislative and regulatory systems governing access to, and use of, 

agricultural land.  However, a disparity in how effectively these are regulated in each 

country has resulted, paradoxically, in less (effective) regulation of the tenancy-based 

system of crofting in Scotland and comparatively more effective regulation of the 

ownership-based system of farming in Norway (Mackenzie 2010; Committee of 

Inquiry into Crofting 2008). 

 

Andy Wightman (1999) identified the importance of individual land ownership in 

Scandinavian countries, and argued that it was the fact of ownership that increased 

confidence, entrepreneurship and the development of farmers‘ co-operatives.  

However, his comments were based on a comparison of the system of individual farm 

ownership in Scandinavian countries with that of large estate ownership and tenant 

farmers in Scotland; i.e. his work does not concentrate on the unique system of 
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crofting tenure.  As a result, because the strength of the heritable tenure of the crofting 

system gives tenants a sense of something akin to ownership not usually associated 

with tenancy, the choice of moving from tenancy to ownership is not even considered 

by the majority of crofters interviewed.  Although it was not mentioned, another 

reason could be that investment grants for crofting are automatically available to 

tenants, while owner-occupiers need to go through a means test.  Interviewees gave 

no indication that ownership of their crofts would increase their tendency to become 

more confident, entrepreneurial, or encourage them to establish cooperatives.   

 

The fact that eleven out of twelve of the interviewees had not bought their croft, 

despite having had the opportunity to do so since 1976, establishes that most have no 

wish to do so and see no clear advantages in doing so; in fact, some associated croft 

ownership with disadvantages, either for themselves or because ownership can lead to 

an increase in prices paid for crofts.  The disadvantages of a movement towards 

individual ownership of crofts is recognised more widely, by other crofters and some 

researchers, as having a negative effect on the crofting system as a whole, being 

linked to increased price of land, absenteeism and neglect of land (Committee of 

Inquiry into Crofting 2008; Mackenzie 2010).  These opinions are strengthened by the 

response from one interviewee, who implied that the single advantage to be gained by 

changing his status from a tenant to an owner of his croft was to enable him to sell it; 

ownership was not associated by this interviewee, nor any other, with agricultural 

advantage or encouragement to diversify or further develop a land-based economy. 

 

In Norway, the long established system of individual farm ownership has evolved to 

include a growing trend of renting land from neighbouring farms.  Comments from 

the interviewees in Askvoll showed that, despite this trend, all still feel themselves to 

be primarily landowners and find it hard to envisage any other system.  The figures 

from Statistics Norway which show that the number of farms in Askvoll is decreasing, 

indicate that, in line with the rest of Norway, this area is seeing the development of 

two categories of landowner, the active farmer and the ―passive owner‖ who 

continues to own his farm, whether resident or not, and rents it out to neighbouring 

active farmers.  Although none of the interviewees commented on this subject, Grethe 

Karlsen (2006: 54) identified that this change was taking place as a result of a failure 

to regulate effectively in accordance with legislation.   
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Wightman (1999) and Watson (1996) argue that individual land ownership and 

cooperation between small scale landholders in Scandinavia are necessary 

prerequisites for successful and entrepreneurial land-based economies.  This research 

noted that there is both individual ownership of small scale farms in Norway, 

(including in the study area, Askvoll), and that there are also successful local and 

national farmers cooperatives (Inan 1983).  It was not possible from interviewee 

responses to establish a causal link between individual landownership and the 

existence of cooperatives and an increase in entrepreneurial attitudes amongst small 

scale farmers. Other factors mentioned by interviewees, such as government policies 

and support mechanisms, grant aid, price protection and social capital appear to play 

an equally, if not more, important role in ensuring the development of successful and 

entrepreneurial land-based economies. 

 

11.1.1 Communally held land 

However, what did emerge from this research was the particular importance of 

communally owned land in Norway and communally managed land in Scotland in 

encouraging such activities.  Where there is communally held land in both study 

areas, there are more examples of communal or cooperative working on agricultural 

enterprises and a greater willingness to develop communal diversification than was 

reported from other crofting or farming communities in each area.  Additionally, 

where this communally held land existed, there also appeared to be increased non-

agricultural social capital, particularly in the Askvoll example of Holmedal.   

 

The only other community which showed anything comparable in terms of a range of 

communal working practices was Brògaig in Trotternish, where it appeared that the 

sole basis for their communal work ethic was tradition, rather than communal land 

ownership, as the land is tenanted.  As it was not the aim of this research to 

investigate the reasons for continuation of agricultural traditions, it is not possible to 

clearly establish why one crofting community has retained communal work practices, 

which were once, of necessity, widespread in crofting areas until recently, as reported 

by interviewees in Trotternish and in the paper by Busby & MacLeod (2010).  

However it is significant that although a number of farming communities in Askvoll 

also have communally owned grazing land (Grytøyra 2006), it was only in Holmedal 
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that interviewees reported still using these, and doing so communally, as was once the 

practice in many areas in Norway (Almås 1980).  This therefore raises the question of 

to what extent the practice of communal working might in fact be based in tradition, 

rather than land ownership.  If the practice is based in tradition, it could be argued that 

the process of taking over communal ownership of their land in Borve and 

Annishader, in Trotternish, acted as a catalyst for the crofters to revalorise a 

traditional system of communal working with which they were all familiar, through 

personal or transmitted memory. 

 

11.2 Local decision making 

Turning to local decision making, researchers agree that effective and locally 

autonomous (or at least responsive) governance is essential for the creation of 

dynamic, sustainable, rural communities (Bryden & Hart 2001, Amdam 2007, 

Shucksmith et al, 1996, Putnam 1996).  In Askvoll, local government is generally 

regarded by interviewees as more responsive than is the case in Trotternish.  This 

could reflect Mark Shucksmith‘s key finding that geographic distance from a 

decision-making centre creates a sense of powerlessness (Shucksmith et al 1996).  

Additionally, in Askvoll, the kommune regulates farm succession and occupancy and 

gives grants for business development, which means that it is at least partially 

involved in agricultural matters.  In contrast, Highland Council has no specific 

agricultural remit, although it does, like the kommune, make planning decisions, 

which can be both beneficial (in cases of diversification enterprises) and detrimental 

(in cases of croft land being lost to agriculture and of increasing the development 

value of agricultural land). 

 

As the aim of the project was to identify factors which can affect land use decisions, 

the main agencies considered in this context were those which directly affect 

agriculture.  For Trotternish, rural policies are decided by the Scottish Government, 

which in turn are affected by the Common Agricultural Policy of the EU.  Croft 

regulation decisions are made by the Crofters Commission, a government appointed 

commission.  Not only did the interviewees feel that they could not affect policy and 

regulation decisions, some even expressed a view that these bodies had their own 

agendas, which did not align with local needs.  Since the interviews were carried out, 
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there have in fact been consultations; the Committee of Inquiry into Crofting was the 

most comprehensive investigation into croft regulation since the Napier Commission 

of 1883.  There have also been meetings chaired by Brian Pack, who has been 

commissioned by the Scottish Government to seek views on the direction that the EU 

Common Agricultural Policy will take for Scotland after 2013, although the nearest 

meeting to Skye was 130 miles away, in Inverness. 

 

Bryden & Hart argue in the DORA study (2001) that ―sufficient fiscal and other 

autonomy‖ is an essential prerequisite of a sustainable rural community.  If small-

scale agriculture is to be part of such a community, the absence of any local autonomy 

of (or even influence on) agricultural policy and development from a local level puts 

agriculture at a disadvantage when compared to, for example, business development, 

which has a certain amount of local autonomy through local business development 

agencies.  The study in Trotternish and Askvoll suggested that even in the absence of 

―sufficient fiscal and other autonomy‖, the presence of non-agricultural business 

opportunities (such as provided by the buoyant tourist trade in Trotternish) can help to 

ameliorate this absence by offering opportunities for off-farm employment or for 

developing croft or farm diversification projects to increase income. 

 

Another key finding of the DORA study was the importance of ensuring that 

development policies are appropriate to local needs and are decided democratically.  

In Askvoll, most farmers interviewed believe they had democratic channels through 

which they could affect agricultural policy, however, most recognised that this power 

is gradually being weakened.  Although farmers have historically been able to exert 

influence within government, this influence is now reduced, as a result of the 

Norwegian Government‘s decision to sign up to both the World Trade Organisation 

and the European Economic Area; and the diminishing number of farmers further 

reduces their influence.  Despite this, the greater sense of political confidence in most 

Askvoll farmers interviewed suggested that there existed a determination, not 

mentioned in Trotternish, to, if necessary, find new ways to try to exert influence 

nationally, such as by creating a partnership with other small regions, as suggested by 

one interviewee.  
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11.2.1 Local agricultural decision-making 

Grazing committees (or in Norway sankelag) are to be found in both study areas and 

are the most local form of agricultural governance (Brown 2006) identified during the 

research.  In Trotternish, every interviewee reported that their township had a grazing 

committee, although some were more effective than others.  In Askvoll, only one 

sankelag was mentioned, although the Landbruksdepartmentet (Department of 

Agriculture) figures show that there are five in the area.  Where they are effective, 

they give considerable local agricultural autonomy.  Although their functions have 

traditionally been limited to livestock and common grazing land management, they 

can also include agricultural and community infrastructure projects and renewable 

energy, as found particularly in one community in Askvoll.  Katrina Brown (2007) 

has recognised that the potential for grazing committees in Scotland to exploit the 

benefits of land-based enterprises such as renewable energy remains largely 

unrealised, despite the fact that the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 has given 

crofting communities new rights to purchase croft land.  In Norway, the government 

gave new ―fall rights‖ to land owners in 2002 to allow them to develop hydro 

projects.  As the members of the sankelag already own their land, this new right 

enables them to develop an additional, important, income stream.   

 

The grazing committees in both Scotland and Norway, therefore, have the potential - 

particularly in partnership with a community trust or the equivalent - to become part 

of the sort of effective, local form of governance needed to create a sustainable rural 

community: autonomous, democratic, fiscally self-sustaining and, in the words of 

David Reid, they will have access to a resource which ―may be regarded as a form of 

shared wealth or assets‖ (Reid 2003). 

 

However, this research found little evidence that agencies and governance structures, 

both local and national, recognise the potential of grazing committees to provide an 

effective additional layer of local governance for agriculture.  Indeed, there is 

evidence that the role of grazings committees in the regulation of crofting has been 

eroded by the regulator, the Crofters Commission, which used to consult them on 

assignations and decroftings, but no longer does so (Crofting Commission 2010).  It is 

also possible that the democratic value of grazings committees and sankelag are not 

fully appreciated by crofters and farmers in Scotland and Norway; although a number 
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of the committees or sankelag are active and effective, only one crofter interviewee 

commented on the importance of the democratic nature of the grazing committee.  

   

11.3 Impressions of land-use change 

The descriptions of changes in land-use over the study period from interviewees 

corresponded with the picture given by the statistics in both countries.   

 

It was interesting to note that the descriptions of agricultural change from Trotternish 

were much fuller than those from Askvoll and included the changes in the 

surrounding district, whereas the interviewees in Askvoll gave mainly information 

about their own holdings and, only when prompted, a limited amount about other 

holdings in their area.  There was also an awareness in Trotternish that other people‘s 

decisions can have an impact on the whole community: for instance the effect that 

neglected land has on the community, or the lack of people available for fanks and 

other communal work.  A number of interviewees also made comments about the 

detrimental effect for new entrants to crofting of speculation through sale of crofts 

and croft tenancies, which increases the price of land beyond the means of young 

people living locally. 

  

11.4 Reasons for land-use change 

Interviewees were asked to explain what they thought were the agricultural reasons 

for the changes which had taken place and these were then placed under the headings: 

Machinery & Technology, Infrastructure, Prices, Grants, Sales and Subsidies. 

 

An analysis of agricultural reasons for the change that has taken place in both study 

areas indicate that the aims of the governmental and intergovernmental agricultural 

policies have not necessarily had the intended impact in these two peripheral areas.  In 

Scotland, as Strijker (2004) emphasises, throughout the study period, EU agricultural 

policy has been to promote technical progress in order to increase productivity.  A 

similar government policy in Norway, formulated in 1975, aimed to raise income by 

encouraging modernisation of buildings, equipment and machinery (Almas 1993, 

Agricultural Officer, Askvoll 2006).  However, the findings from the two study areas 

show that the implementation of these two similar policies has had very different 

results.   
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In Trotternish, interviewees explained that although crofters had mechanised their 

cultivation in the decades following the Second World War with the introduction of 

small tractors and cropping implements, this use of technology then declined from the 

1970s onwards.  This was a result of the loss of the cropping grants and the increasing 

difficulty of being able to source the small second-hand tractors and implements 

required for small-scale crofting.  This decline was also allied to the increase in 

extensive sheep keeping, encouraged by EU grants.  More recently, there has been 

investment in large tractors and equipment by a minority of crofters, who then act as 

contractors for making big bale silage for other crofters.  Sheep management has also 

seen a recent increase in mechanisation with the introduction of quad bikes being used 

for gathering sheep.  However, there is no evidence that these recent technological 

advances have taken place as a result of government or EU policies. 

 

In Askvoll, in contrast, all interviewees reported that there had been a widespread 

investment by farmers in new buildings, machinery and equipment during the late 

1970s and up to 1990 as a result of a government scheme.  Interviewees explained 

that this initial investment therefore meant that farms were ―well set up‖.  This has 

allowed them to increase their farm income and continue to invest in technological 

advances, such as big bale silage; with the development of samdrift (joint businesses) 

the combined capital has contributed towards a movement towards newer and more 

efficient livestock buildings. 

 

Therefore, it is clear from the interviewee responses that the intended aim of the CAP 

to increase productivity through technical improvement, has actually resulted, over 

the two decades from 1970s to 1990s, in a reduction in use of technology in a 

peripheral area such as Trotternish.  In contrast, the intended aim of the Norwegian 

Government policy to increase income through modernisation and mechanisation was 

reported by interviewees in Askvoll to have been very successful, and the improved 

farm infrastructure has had a significant economic effect on farm incomes. 

 

The effect that production prices have on farm income has been examined by 

researchers such as Van der Ploeg (2010), who argues that low prices are a symptom 

of various processes which have come together over the last decade, including 

industrialisation of agriculture and the considerable increase in food trading 
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throughout the world.  Van der Meer (2008) points out the difficulty for individual 

small farmers, who produce intermittent and small quantities of a product, of dealing 

with food distribution networks.  Interviewees in both study areas complained about 

poor prices for farm products, however, the experience was very different in each 

study area.   

 

In Trotternish, crofters experience the situation described by Van der Meer, where 

each individual producer is selling a small number of livestock through an auction 

mart; additionally, the widespread practice of selling store animals means that the 

crofters are a number of stages away from the consumer, with the result that they have 

no ability to influence the prices they receive.  Crofters in Borve described an attempt 

to try to circumvent this problem, by a cooperative project to finish lambs in a shed, 

for sale to a local market, but this was frustrated by the lack of local infrastructure in 

the form of an abattoir.  A horticultural initiative to develop direct selling of fruit-

based products showed considerable potential to form an important part of a croft 

income, however, horticulture is not a traditional form of land use and therefore 

uptake by other crofters has been very limited.  It is interesting to compare the present 

problems for crofter producers with the situation at the beginning of the study period, 

in the 1970s, when it was reported that there were various opportunities for direct 

marketing; because there was a local abattoir, crofters were able to sell meat directly 

to the local butcher, and the school kitchen also bought vegetables. 

 

The difficulty for small farmers, identified by Van der Meer, was largely solved in 

Norway by the producer co-operatives, which are able to combine production from 

many small scale producers to make up quantity and continuity of supply, and so deal 

with supermarket chains from a position of strength.  This arrangement worked well 

and kept prices at acceptable levels until the mid 1990s.  However farmers 

interviewed in Askvoll have not been satisfied with the price obtained for their 

products over recent years.  One interviewee explained that this was happening as a 

result of gradually reducing import duties on food, which is taking place because 

Norway has moved into the global food trading system since becoming a member of 

the World Trade Organisation in 1994. 
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Changes in grants, as various studies have pointed out (Shucksmith 1999, Bevan & 

Sutherland 2001, Almås 1993), have an important effect on land-use decisions. 

However their impact in the two study areas reflects key differences in the levels and 

focus of the grant programmes in each country.   In Scotland, interviewees in 

Trotternish agreed that the withdrawal of the Marginal Cropping Grant in 1981 

(Hunter 1991, Shucksmith 1999) had a considerable impact in the crofting areas on 

the widespread decision to cease growing crops such as oats, hay and turnips for stock 

feeding, and also the related planting of potatoes for subsistence, which were often 

part of the crop rotation.  The withdrawal of this grant, combined with the absence of 

any agricultural programme for encouraging mechanisation (as existed in Norway 

during this period), resulted in a major change in: the use of inbye croft land from 

cropping to grazing; the decision to concentrate on sheep, rather than cattle, which 

required more winter feeding; and a concomitant change to the cultural landscape (i.e. 

the part of the landscape created by human endeavour).  Interviewee responses 

indicated that this change in grant policy therefore acted as a catalyst for the decision 

to cease the kind of subsistence agriculture based on cattle and cropping which 

crofters had generally practised up until that point. 

 

The cessation of cropping was contemporaneous with, and linked to, the introduction 

in 1975 of the EU Hill Livestock Compensatory grant.  Strijker (2005) and Acs et al 

(2010) have argued that these headage grants acted as an incentive to increase 

livestock numbers, although, as Shucksmith (1999) pointed out, the value of the grant 

for sheep rose substantially more than that for cattle, leading to a rise in sheep 

numbers and a drop in cattle numbers. This observation is borne out by the statistics, 

and the interviewee responses in Trotternish, who further agreed with Fennel (1997) 

that this rise in sheep numbers resulted in environmental damage through overgrazing 

of both inbye and hill grazing.  Interviewees saw a causal link between the rise in 

sheep numbers, allied to the reduction in cropping and a resultant decline in land 

quality.  They also pointed to a tendency towards poorer quality lambs being 

produced when numbers of stock were high, in the middle of the study period, and an 

improvement in quality once numbers had been reduced from the late 1990s.   

 

Following the MacSharry reforms in 1992, because of overproduction linked to 

environmental degradation during the 1980s, agricultural grants underwent a 
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significant change in focus whereby production subsidies were reduced and various 

agri-environmental schemes were introduced (Shucksmith 1999).  Several of the 

crofters interviewed have taken advantage of these schemes and as a result have 

reduced sheep numbers, and some have increased cattle numbers or planted trees.  

Although these grant schemes were welcomed by interviewees, in most cases the 

incentive was not the environmental benefit, but that the financial support allowed 

them to continue, or return to, traditional crofting practices.  This emphasises the 

enduring strength of traditional crofting among these interviewees. 

 

The latest form of EU support for agriculture, the Single Farm Payment, introduced in 

2005, is paid out irrespective of land use, i.e. decoupled (Jones G. 2010).  It is 

interesting that none of the crofters interviewed expressed any intention of ceasing 

production, as a result of this incentive, suggesting that their main motivation is 

agricultural (or cultural) rather than financial (Bevan & Sutherland 2001). 

 

In Norway, for most of the study period, the aims of the grant programmes have been 

rather different to those in Scotland.  The grants available from 1975 onwards for 

modernisation and specialisation have already been discussed, which created a good 

basis for developing farm businesses, and were welcomed by interviewees.   The high 

subsidised prices available in this period were intended to bring farmers‘ incomes up 

to that of an industrial worker; although this was never actually achieved, farmers on 

holdings of approximately 10 hectares (not much bigger than the average croft in 

Trotternish) were able to bring in a substantial part of the household income from the 

farm (Almås 1993).  The unintended effect of this support was the over production of 

milk, which led to the introduction of quotas to reduce production (Knutsen 2007).   

 

Once Norway signed up to the World Trade Organisation in 1994, it was required to 

change its grant policy, reducing subsidies for production and encouraging the 

multifunctionality of agriculture.  Bjørkhaug and Richards (2008) have argued that 

although multifunctional agriculture has been embedded into the grant system, 

through the agri-environment schemes, there are still grants available for production, 

and these benefit particularly the larger farms.  They further suggest that it is 

government policy to aim for a smaller number of larger farms.  This trend is borne 
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out by both the statistics for Askvoll and was identified by a number of the 

interviewees. 

 

Further evidence of the government‘s intention to reduce the number and increase the 

size of farms can be seen in the decision to allow trading in milk quotas since 1996, 

(Knutsen 2007).  The fact that the government set up a scheme in 2002 to purchase 

quotas at an attractive price has been taken up by two of the interviewees in Askvoll, 

who have given up dairy farming as a result.  

 

Almost all respondents, in both study areas were of the opinion that although 

subsidies form an important part of their farm or croft income, they emphasised the 

importance of receiving a good price for their product.  This opinion accords with 

Bevan and Sutherland (2001) who found in their study of forty three crofters 

throughout the crofting counties, that the price received was the main factor 

influencing agricultural decisions.   One interviewee in each study area, however, was 

unconcerned whether their income was derived from sales or subsidies.   

 

11.5 Cultural reasons for change 

Therefore, the research has shown that agricultural factors have an important effect on 

land-use decisions.  However responses from interviewees indicate that cultural 

factors also have a large impact on land-use decisions amongst crofters and farmers, 

both at an individual and community level, which agrees with the argument put 

forward by Luloff and Swanson (1995, quoted in Brennan, et al 2009).  The responses 

in this chapter were considered under the headings: Tradition, Social Capital, 

Religion, Employment and Changing Attitudes.   Under the first heading of tradition, 

while there were many examples given in Trotternish which show that tradition and 

culture are important influences in making land use decisions, conversely, in Askvoll, 

comments were confined to one topic. 

 

The responses from the Trotternish interviewees which referred to culture, language 

and tradition, both from the original interviews and from the second set, which 

particularly asked about cultural factors, make it clear that motivations when making 

land-use decisions are culturally complex.  This makes it very difficult to untangle 
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which are the primary motivations or influences for these crofters – cultural or 

agricultural.  

 

The sense of belonging which a Norwegian farmer feels to his land through the udal 

right, discussed by Daugstad (1999), was the only traditional cultural factor which 

was mentioned by any of the interviewees in Askvoll as having an impact on land use 

decisions, although it was clearly felt to be of importance.  Nevertheless, some 

interviewees felt doubtful whether this impact would continue to be felt by future 

generations.  If this were to happen, this suggests that land use decision for these 

Norwegian farmers would then be even less influenced by any traditional factors.   

 

Although not enshrined in law in Scotland, this same sense of belonging was in fact 

more evident in Trotternish than in Askvoll.   Gillian Munro‘s study in Skye (2003) 

found evidence of ties to the land which are very similar to those described by the 

Askvoll farmers.  However, the sense of belonging to the land described by the 

Trotternish crofters in the present study was not confined only to the family holding 

(croft), as in Norway, but also included a sense of belonging to the land and the 

community of the whole crofting township and surrounding area, and often also to its 

language, culture and history.   The breadth of this sense of belonging is discussed by 

John MacInnes (2006), who argues that a native Gael: 

 

...carries in his imagination not so much a landscape, not a sense of 

geography alone, nor of history alone, but a formal order of experience in 

which these are all merged.   

        (MacInnes 2006: 279) 

 

The word dùthchas encompasses this breadth of feeling, as described by Iain 

MacKinnon, who argues that the Gaelic word:  

 

...speaks of this sense of association with a particular place, and of the 

inheritance of beliefs and practices of a way of living in that place. 

     (MacKinnon, unpublished PhD thesis 2011) 

 

It is perhaps not surprising that many of the crofters interviewed displayed such a 

strong sense of dùthchas, as their connection to the land and the landscape gives them 

a particular advantage in maintaining cultural practices or memories.  Until the middle 
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of the twentieth century, community life revolved around land work, therefore the 

crofters who continue with traditional unmechanised and communal croft work 

represent the only continuation of these once widespread practices, with their 

associated knowledge, language and customs.  Additionally, they are more likely to 

maintain the use of place names, for example, because keeping them alive is of 

practical help for crofting work such as gathering sheep and discussing land 

management.  Therefore crofters (or other small scale farmers who continue a 

tradition of similar unmechanised and communal practices) are uniquely placed to act 

as tradition bearers for a land-based culture and history.  Evidence of the richness of 

the tradition still carried by crofters in the Staffin area of Trotternish was documented 

by Simon Yuill in his Stackwalker project (Yuill 2009).  This area of study would be 

worthy of further research. 

 

The networks of social interaction described by Putnam and Granovetter as social 

capital which embed business confidence can be identified in the continuing co-

operative agricultural and community work in both study areas.  It is clear from the 

responses that high levels of social capital allow some cooperative (or communal) 

agricultural and cultural practices to continue.  However, cooperative or communal 

working takes different forms, with some forms evident in both study areas, and 

others confined to one or the other.   

 

The first kind of cooperative working, which can be seen in both study areas, could be 

termed ―business cooperation‖, where a cooperative system of working is developed 

in order to maximise business effectiveness.  Within this category, there is a range of 

different forms.  The most formal and impersonal examples are the national producer 

cooperatives in Norway, where all farmers are members because it is economically 

beneficial, but the individual farmer has very little involvement in, or effect on, the 

running of the cooperative.  There is no equivalent national cooperative in Scotland, 

though the Wool Marketing Board fulfils a similar function for wool which however 

has little commercial value.   The samdrift or joint farm business is another example 

of this kind of business cooperation, involving a small group of two or three farmers 

who create a joint company to run their farms as one unit, again for economic and 

practical reasons, and this example is again only seen in Askvoll.  Also in this 

category is the machinery cooperative, which, through joint purchase, makes a range 
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of machinery affordable to the members.  Machinery cooperatives are numerous in 

Askvoll, and although not mentioned in Trotternish, there is a Skye-wide machinery 

ring.   

 

The least formal type of business cooperation involves communal sheep work in both 

study areas and is evident only where people communally own (in Norway) or rent (in 

Scotland) hill grazing land.  While cooperation is clearly an efficient method for 

gathering and working with sheep on hill grazing land, there was evidence of other 

models for undertaking sheep work, such as bringing in contractors, or confining the 

sheep to inbye ground to enable the farmer to work independently.  The business 

advantage for this type of cooperation is therefore not as easy to quantify and is also 

considered under the next category of cooperation. 

 

―Social cooperation‖ can be defined as cooperation which has a mainly social benefit, 

although this can involve elements of business cooperation.  The hunting teams in 

Askvoll, which are widespread in Norway, are a good example of this kind of social 

cooperation.  Although there is an economic benefit, in the form of meat, the annual 

event was described by the Agricultural Officer as a very important part of the social 

life of the district.  There are examples of purely social cooperation in both study 

areas: in Trotternish, the Staffin Community Trust works with crofters and other 

residents on infrastructure projects, for example, footpaths and a pier, for the benefit 

of the community, whereas in Askvoll, the system of dugnad uses communal work to 

develop and maintain community infrastructure such as village halls and sports 

facilities.   

 

Another form of communal work found in both study areas is communal sheep work, 

although more interviewees in Trotternish than in Askvoll reported that they still work 

communally on sheep.  There are, of course, much larger numbers of sheep in 

Trotternish.  It is clear that communal sheep work has a strong element of social 

cooperation – although there are other ways of undertaking this work, some groups of 

people choose to work communally on these tasks.  Sharon MacDonald, in her work 

Reimagining Culture, puts forward the view that the tasks which take place at the fank 

are an ―event‖, which is an ―affirmation of egalitarianism and male solidarity‖, and 

that: 
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...though the division of labour at the fank is probably advantageous ...as 

important as the pragmatics of the fank, however, is its social dimensions.  

Indeed there are men who have no sheep of their own, who attend 

nevertheless. 

        (MacDonald, 1997: 121) 

 

Therefore the reason why people choose to work communally might partly be because 

of the reported social benefits of working together with neighbours, but might also 

involve elements of tradition and culture.  If the reason why people continue to work 

communally is more because it is part of a shared cultural heritage, rather than that it 

is necessarily the most practical way to undertake a task, this could also involve 

elements of cultural cooperation.   

 

The final form of communal working can be called ―reciprocal cooperation‖.  This 

was evident in both study areas and involves informal help for agricultural tasks 

between neighbours.  In Trotternish, it was reported that this form of cooperation had 

once been common for the planting and lifting of potatoes, but had died out fifteen 

years earlier, when the majority of people ceased to grow potatoes. 

 

These examples of cooperation with such apparently different and sometimes 

complex motivations lead me to consider whether it would be helpful to think of them 

as different kinds of social capital.  Jules Pretty (2009) has listed four central features 

of social capital, from the literature on the subject, which are: relations of trust;  

reciprocity and exchanges; common rules, norms and sanctions; connectedness, 

networks and groups.  However, this does not fully describe the examples of social 

capital seen in both Norway and Trotternish, which both involve other central 

features.  The range of Norwegian cooperatives - national meat and milk cooperatives, 

more local machinery cooperatives and small joint businesses - are all strongly 

structured and highly organised, and some have a formal membership procedure.  It 

might be useful, therefore, to think of these as ―organised social capital‖.  In contrast, 

the social capital which is evident in Trotternish and also, to some extent in Askvoll, 

not only has the four central features listed by Pretty, but has additional features.   
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A sense of responsibility to the community.  This is shown by, for example, in the 

willingness to work together to paint the church in Staffin and also by the 

dugnad system for building and maintaining community facilities in Askvoll.  

There is evidence that in Trotternish, within living memory this sense of 

responsibility was much stronger, when, as described by Margaret Bennett 

(2007), an elderly person could drape a white sheet over the peat stack to 

signal their need for help with croft work from the neighbours.   

A willingness to continue the practice of communal working for certain tasks, the 

most usual now being sheep work.  This adherence was reported by those 

interviewed as still being strong in many places in Trotternish, despite 

problems with getting enough people together through the pressures of full 

time employment. One area in Askvoll was reported to continue with the 

practice.   It is possible that this willingness is connected to the first feature – 

the sense of responsibility to the community; although a crofter might get help 

with his sheep work, he also simultaneously gives help.  Crofters reported that 

they sometimes cover for those who could not be involved due to the pressures 

of work. 

A sense of duty to continue historic or cultural traditions and practices.  This 

feature could also be seen as a further facet of a sense of responsibility to 

community as in point 1 – but that the sense of community encompasses the 

past as well as the present. 

 

Indeed, many of the responses suggest that these three features are not just additional 

features of much of the social capital to be seen, particularly in Trotternish, but are 

central to it.  For this reason it might be helpful to think of this as ―indigenous social 

capital‖.  A key feature of indigenous social capital is that it makes full use of the 

combination of non-monetary resources available to the community: natural capital, 

human capital, and cultural capital (as defined by Van der Ploeg 2008: 279) as well as 

social capital.  The differences between organised social capital and indigenous social 

capital can be shown more clearly through the following diagrams. 
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Diagram Key: 

 

       Large circle represents the cooperative or organised structure 

   Small orange circle represents the individual small-scale farmers 

   Small blue circle represents other community members 

        Arrows represent the links and benefits between individuals or between 

individuals and cooperative and organised structure.   

         Dotted line represents weaker links 

           Wording in a circle at the centre shows aim or motivation  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14 National or large 

cooperative.   

 

 

Figure 14 illustrates a large cooperative, where members are connected to the 

overall structure, but not to each other, and derive economic benefit and support 

through numerical strength.  

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

     Figure 15 Cooperative or joint business  

 

Figure 15 illustrates a cooperative or joint business, where each member is 

connected to each other, and the connection is formalised through a organised 

structure, or contract. 

 

x,y,z 
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Figure 16 Indigenous social capital 

 

Figure 16 illustrates a crofting community which still has some traditional 

practices to which some active and also non-crofters feel fully or partially 

connected, but from which others are disconnected.   

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17 A Scottish community trust 

 

Figure 17 illustrates a Scottish community trust which can involve crofters as 

well as other community members, where the whole community benefits from 

activities although not everyone takes an active part.   

Tradition / 
indigenous 
beliefs or 
practices 

Community 
benefit 
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Figure 18 The practice of dugnad 

Figure 18 illustrates the Norwegian dugnad or communal work party.  This is 

very similar to the crofting communal work diagram, however, in recent times, 

this has been used to improve community infrastructure rather than for 

agricultural tasks – although this was a common use of dugnad in the past. 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

The evidence from the role of religion in both study areas does not support the 

theories put forward by Puttnam and Granovetter.  While in Askvoll the church is 

seen as an insignificant part of social life, a range of successful co-operative systems 

are in operation, in Trotternish, where the churches are important within the 

community, communal working is more sporadic and less well-organised.  However, 

in Trotternish, there are links between the church and communal croft work, with the 

church calendar used to determine communal sheep work dates. 

 

In both study areas, employment is cited as an influence on land-use decisions, 

although considerably more so in Trotternish than in Askvoll.  Employment as 

pluriactivity can lead to a diminution or cessation of agricultural activity, with lack of 

time for agricultural work being the most common cause given by interviewees.  

However, this is a self-strengthening argument: crofters/farmers cannot make a living 

from a croft/farm so they take advantage of a full-time job; then those in full-time 

jobs do not have time for agricultural activities.  In Trotternish, full-time employment 

Dugnad – 
responsibility 
to do 
communal      
     work 



11 - Conclusion 

 

220 
 

was also shown to have an impact not only on the person in employment, but on 

neighbouring crofters when people were needed for communal work such as fanks 

and sheep gathering.  The high wages which employment offers (in comparison to a 

croft or farm income) were also cited as an incentive to give up agricultural work.   

 

11.6 Diversification and Pluriactivity 

One alternative to giving up agricultural work is to develop diversification to increase 

farm income and this topic was considered in Chapter 10.  There were a number of 

examples of successful agricultural diversification in Askvoll, one of which was 

making a considerable contribution to the farm income.  There was also evidence of a 

general entrepreneurial attitude towards developing added value projects, with the 

intention of raising the farm income.   

 

In contrast, in Trotternish there was only one example given of an agriculturally-

based diversification, and one example of a non agricultural business based on a croft.  

However, although they were not mentioned by the crofters interviewed, there are a 

number of examples of what might be called ―crofting community diversification‖ in 

Trotternish.   One such example is the Staffin Ecomuseum, a community project with 

footpaths on the common grazing land and heritage interpretation, some of which 

focuses on crofting traditions and customs, which is being marketed as a resource for 

both local people and visitors.  This example suggests that the cultural and traditional 

knowledge which tends to be carried by crofters, combined with the fact that 

traditional crofting creates an attractive living cultural landscape, should be more 

widely recognised by communities and agencies as significant cultural capital offering 

wide potential for further crofting based diversification at both an individual and 

community level.    

 

This concept of the cultural economy has been described by Christopher Ray (1998) 

as based on a territory, its cultural system and a network of actors, which interact with 

the extra-local level.  Ray stresses the ―local knowledge‖ part of culture - ―ways of 

doing things and ways of understanding the world‖ can then become a resource for a 

cultural economy.  ―Local knowledge‖ is described by Bryden and Munro (2000) as 

one of the less-tangible and also non-transferable resources which could increase the 
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potential for sustainable development.  The crofting areas also coincide in the West 

Highlands of Scotland with areas where Gaelic language and culture has been 

retained.  These areas, then, are rich in local knowledge, customs, culture and 

tradition (MacKinnon 1991). 

 

11.7 Young people and the future of small-scale farming 

The final category of responses concerned the views of farmers or crofters as to 

whether young people were likely to take over in the future.  While many Askvoll 

farmers are still able to provide a significant economic return from their farms, it was 

surprising that, apart from those with young children, many were doubtful about 

whether the next generation would continue with the current level of farming activity, 

or even whether they would take over their farms at all.  In contrast, in Trotternish, 

crofts generally bring in a very insignificant economic return, yet nevertheless, only 

two interviewees felt it unlikely that any young people could be attracted into 

crofting.  The other responses varied from uncertainty to hopeful optimism about the 

future of crofting.  This suggests that non-monetary motivation can be very powerful 

in influencing the decision of whether to go into, or continue, small scale farming.  

 

This finding in Trotternish parallels the results of the research undertaken by Iowa 

State University, which cited ―love of farming‖, ―quality of life‖ and ―desire to carry 

on a family tradition‖ as the main reasons for entering farming (Arbuckle et al 2009).  

It is more difficult to explain the reason for why there was little evidence of a similar 

motivation in Askvoll, however the monetary attitude towards farming was in keeping 

with other comments which suggested that the primary factor influencing land use 

decisions was economic.  It is possible that this attitude has been encouraged by the 

1975 Norwegian government policy to increase farm incomes, and place an 

expectation on farmers that their farm should be capable of giving them an income 

similar to an industrial worker.  If the primary motivation for Norwegian farmers to 

continue farming is an economic one, then the gradual drop in the level of subsidies 

and return from sales of produce over the last twenty years would have been a major 

contributory factor to the fact that 3,000 farmers per annum have left farming over the 

last nine years (SSB 2010).  
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Over the same period, in Trotternish, the programme of EU grants relevant to crofting 

areas concentrated support on extensive sheep and cattle grazing, which resulted in 

very poor economic return for anything other than the largest crofts, especially after 

the drop in prices in the 1990s.  This was accompanied by a substantial reduction in 

the number of active crofters, and those who were willing to continue were, I would 

suggest, those whose motivations had to be, of necessity, the ―love of farming‖ 

(crofting), ―quality of life‖ and ―desire to carry on a family tradition‖, to which can be 

added a desire to carry on community traditions.   This adherence of some crofters to 

a way of life based on the land was observed over one hundred years ago by the 

Congested Districts Board during an unsuccessful attempt to relocate crofters in 

Sconser to land in another part of Skye, which described: 

 

The unspeakable tenacity with which people like them cling to their native 

locality.  

       (Cameron 2010) 

 

Work by The Carnegie Commission for Rural Community Development and the New 

Economic Foundation has explored the need to encourage the development of 

―sustainable livelihoods in rural areas and...an alternative, asset-based approach to 

rural community development‖ (Riley Sellick & Tilzey 2010), and also emphasise the 

need for communities to develop resilience.  It would require further research to 

explore to what extent, or whether the ―tenacity‖ which is being shown by present day 

crofters who continue crofting (despite negligible economic return) can be attributed 

to the same cultural characteristic displayed by the Sconser crofters.  However what is 

certain is that because this tenacity would be invaluable in helping to create resilient 

communities, it is a characteristic which should be researched, and encouraged and 

supported. 

 

In conclusion, this study considered various factors which can impact on decisions 

about land-use by small scale farmers and crofters, from land ownership and 

governance, agricultural policy and food prices to cultural factors.  What emerged was 

that there are, at one end of the scale, factors which encourage change to, or cessation 

of, agriculture and, at the other end of the scale, factors which support the 

continuation of agricultural practices.  Of the factors considered, government 

agricultural policy has had the largest impact on the decision by small scale farmers 
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and crofters in the study areas to change levels or styles of production, whereas 

tradition or dùthchas, particularly when combined with communal working or 

communal land management, are primary factors in encouraging continuation of 

agricultural practices, even when all or most other motivations to continue have been 

eroded.    

 

The study found that government policies are most successful when aligned with the 

agricultural practices which small scale farmers wish to pursue, such as the recent 

cattle introduction scheme in Scotland, and the price subsidies and building 

modernisation which strengthened the existing dairy farming in Norway.  Conversely, 

government policies are at their most damaging when they fail to take into account the 

wishes of small scale farmers.  This failure is exemplified by the withdrawal of the 

marginal cropping grant in Scotland in the 1981, the EU drive for industrialised and 

mechanised farming which marginalised the crofting areas, and the decision by 

Norway to join the WTO in 1994, with its subsequent and continuing adverse impact 

on Nowegian small-scale farmers‘ incomes.   

 

The recent introduction of a range of agri-environment grants in Scotland have been 

an attempt to redress the damage to the environment created as a result of previous 

agricultural policies, and, interestingly, support a return to a number of traditional 

crofting practices such as cattle keeping, cropping for oats and traditional grass 

mixtures.  However, the motivation for the introduction of these policies is to benefit 

the environment, rather than to support the growing of local food or the continuation 

of traditional crofting per se.   

 

There is currently no agricultural support which recognises the importance of the 

cultural element of agriculture, and the potential to develop a cultural economy 

around a living farming landscape.  This topic is discussed by Jules Pretty in his book 

Agri-Culture: 

 

Farming must reorient itself as a multifunctional activity, with diverse 

cultural and environmental connections.  An important step is the radical 

reform of national agricultural policies [resulting in] a new direction towards 

a multipurpose and sustainable agriculture, tied closely to cultures and 

communities... 

             (Pretty 2009: 188) 
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The necessity to empower small scale farmers and crofters (peasants, as he would 

term them) to make decisions, or at least to be part of the decision making process, 

which allow them to continue in active agriculture and develop local food networks, 

as a part of sustainable rural communities, is discussed in his book, The New 

Peasantries, by Jan Douwe Van der Ploeg, who believes that in the coming decade 

there will be changes which:  

 

...will result in a far-reaching reshuffling of global agriculture and an 

associated redefinition of farming as an integral, indispensable and non-

negotiable part of our societies. 

       (Van der Ploeg 2009: 284) 

 

The findings of this study suggest that governments and agencies can play a key role 

in sustaining small-scale agriculture but that in Scotland, and more recently in 

Norway, their policies have been generally devised to suit large, intensive and 

industrialised farms that are therefore better placed to operate within a globalised 

market.  However these policies rarely suit small-scale farmers with their low-

intensity and micro production, particularly in peripheral rural areas which are distant 

from markets and food processing infrastructure.   

 

There is some evidence that governments in both Scotland and Norway now recognise 

the important role that land managers can play in protecting the natural environment, 

as evidenced by the range of agri-environmental grant schemes to protect particular 

species and habitats.  However, despite the growing number of studies referred to in 

Chapter 1, there is little evidence in the current agricultural support given by either 

government of a recognition that small-scale agricultural also has the potential to 

make a significant contribution to increasing food security, food sovereignty, rural 

sustainability and resilience, and to reducing carbon emissions.  

  

The value placed by the crofters in Trotternish on the largely self-sufficient, 

community-based way of life (and described by some Askvoll farmers) which had 

existed up until forty years ago could be regarded as nostalgia for times past.  

However, when considered within the context of these pressing twenty-first century 

global issues, it should be recognised that the value placed on this way of life might in 

fact represent an indigenous understanding of what makes a community of people 
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(living in peripheral rural communities, on poor land and with challenging weather 

conditions), resilient and sustainable; and, furthermore, that this system of small-scale 

agriculture has sustained communities of people over many centuries with the input of 

very few monetary or external resources.  When viewed from this perspective, it 

seems increasingly important that governments and policy makers recognise the value 

of this indigenous understanding of sustainability still inherent in the existing, 

although rapidly depleting, traditional small-scale farming communities and help 

them to develop new methods to enable them to continue and evolve these traditional 

practices into the future.  If this indigenous understanding could be combined with the 

willingness to innovate, diversify and participate in cooperatives which is found in 

Askvoll, a synergy of that innovation and entrepreneurship with the resilience of 

traditionalists would provide a sound footing for the future of small-scale agriculture. 

 

However governments and policy-makers first need to recognise the important 

contribution which small-scale agriculture can make to a more sustainable future, 

value the resilience and determination to continue farming displayed by many small-

scale land-users and consult and engage with them, in order to devise policies which 

will empower and allow small-scale farming to continue, and thrive.  If they are 

enabled to make meaningful decisions about land management and food production, 

small-scale farmers and crofters in peripheral rural communities have the potential to 

contribute not just agricultural, environmental and ecological, but also social and 

cultural benefits. 

 

 

Image 16: Trotternish haystack   Image 17: Bakke gardsmat (farm food 

(Reid 1976)      business, Askvoll (Øygard 2011) 
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APPENDIX 1a - Interview Schedule (English) 

 

1)   LOCAL OWNERSHIP OF RESOURCES 

 

a) Do you own the land you are using?  

 

b) Does ownership include shooting rights/mineral rights? 

 

c) Would ownership (either individual or community) encourage either 

agricultural, forestry or business activity

 

2) LAND USE 

 

a) How has your own crofting/farming changed over the period 1970-2000?  and 

the neighbours? 

 

b) What is the reason for these changes? 

attempts to maintain income as a result of poorer prices or reduced subsidies or 

changes in lifestyles? ie do more men and/or women have full-time jobs or other 

demands on time.  Have eating styles changed? Do people prefer bought food to 

home grown? 

 

c) Are new types of land-use becoming significant (poss with improved 

technology) eg horticulture, new species 

 

d) Are new ways of selling farm products developing? 

Direct sales?  more retail outlets since improved communication and 

refrigeration? 

 

e) Ask about diversification - any type eg adding value, chalets, shops  

 

Trotternish only:- 

f) What are you thinking about the new grant - Single Farm Payment? 

Is it going to make a difference to what you are doing – would you consider 

cutting back numbers of livestock for instance, or changing to some other kind of 

land-use? 

 

g) How would you feel about most of your croft-income coming from grants like 

the SFP, LFASS ,…rather than from sales of livestock. 

 

Are these changes making crofting more stable/sustainable and therefore 

contributing to sustaining the community? 

 

f) The future:  

Are there children or other relations interested in taking over the holding?   

If not why not?, is farming unattractive to younger people? 

Are there less demanding/more profitable ways to make a living?  

Are younger people then keen on continuing to live in the area but earning a living 

in a way which is not connected to the land? 
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3)  LOCAL DECISION MAKING  

 

a) possibly Trotternish only 

Grazing committees - are they representative of local opinion? or  

just of the crofters?  - all crofters? or just active ones? 

 

b) A range of people make decisions about planning and business 

development - do you have any experience of any of these? 

(eg planning officers, business development committees, business 

development organisations) 

 

c) Are they responsive to their needs of local people or are they working to 

policies issued at higher levels?   

ie are there opportunities for local people to express opinions and be listened 

to 

 

4) TRADITIONS/PRACTICES 

a) co-operatives - What co-ops are operating in the area? 

housing associations? 

other community developments?  eg Dualchas (in Trotternish) 

Are these seen as useful in promoting business confidence?, 

as being run by local people and responding to local people's needs? 

 making the area more likely to retain/attract population? 

 

b)communal work (both commercial and voluntary) - does it happen, how is it 

organised to happen, is it a basis for further activity, or a hindrance? 

 

c) Church - extent of membership, does membership extend to other activities? 

  

5)  GOVERNMENT RESPONSE 

   

a)How much can inhabitants of the area affect national policies through: 

    

i) Crofters Union/NBS 

ii) local government - elections?  surgeries? - do people feel that local 

government has the power or uses its power on issues such as housing 

and transport 

 

b)  are people aware of the effect of global (+ EU) changes on area?  

eg bureaucracy, restrictions 

 

6)   Ask if they have any questions about the other area 
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APPENDIX 1b - Interview Schedule (Gaelic) 

 

CEISTEACHAN  

 

 

Toiseach Fiosrachadh air a' chroit/fearann -  meudachd?   stoc?  eile? 

  

1 Cò leis a tha am fearann 

 

 a)  An ann leat fhèin a tha a' chroit/fearann? 

  - no air màl 

  - mas ann, an ann leat no le urras a tha  

i) còraichean sealg? 

  ii) còraichean mèinneil? 

 

b) A bheil sealbh air an fhearann (an dàrna cuid leis a' chroitear/ no le urras na 

bhrosnachadh do: 

- àiteachas 

  - coilltearachd 

  - gnìomhachas sam bith eile 

 

2 Cleachdadh fearainn  

 

a) ciamar a tha croitearachd air atharrachadh agad fhèin eadar 1970 agus an-diugh – 

agus sa choimhearsnachd (a rèir statistics bàrr sìos, crodh sìos, caoraich suas) 

 

b) carson a thachair seo: 

an ann gus teachd a-steach a chumail suas (mar thoradh air prìsean dona  + 

cosgaisean a' dol suas) 

-no an ann air sgàth dòighean beatha ag atharrachadh 

-me barrachd dhaoine ag obair làn-thìde 

-daoine ag ithe biadh eadar-dhealaichte - me pasta, pizza - rudan nach fàs an 

seo 

 

c) a bheil cleachdaidhean fearann ùra a' fàs nas cumanta, gu ìre far a bheil iad a' 

dèanamh feum (prothaideach) 

  - glasraich  

  - beothaichean ùra 

 

d) a bheil dòighean ùra airson toradh a reic a' nochdadh  

-m.e. margaid dìreach/buthan 

 

e) a bheil gnìomhachasan eile aig croitearan a bharrachd air àiteachas  

- chalets/b & b/bùth/eile 
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f) Tha sinn a' faicinn nach bi grantaichean co-cheangailte ri àireamh de 

bheothaichean tuilleadh (de-coupling – Single Farm Payment SFP)  Bheil seo dol a 

dhèanamh deifir dhut m.e. gearradh sìos air àireamh stuic/atharrachadh gu rudeigin 

eile?  

 

Bheil e nas na h-atharrachaidhean seo dol a chur ri seasmhachd croitearachd? agus 

mar sin ri seasmhachd na coimhearsnachd 

 

Am biodh tu toilichte a' mhòr-chuid den teachd a-steach fhaighinn bhon riaghaltas 

tro na deifir ghrantaichean airson "an t-àite chumail sgiobalta ("stiùbhardachd") 

seach a bhith faighinn prìs mhath aig na seileachan? 

 

g) An t-àm ri teachd 

  a bheil clann no càirdean eile agad aig am biodh ùidh ann an gabhail thairis 

 

 mura bheil, an e nach eil ùidh aig òigridh ann an àiteachas? 

me - tha dòighean nas fhasa a bhith dèanamh beò-shlàinte 

 

a bheil ùidh aig òigridh ann a bhith fuireach sa sgìre ach a' dèanamh obair eile nach 

eil co-cheangailte ris an fhearann? 

 

3  Cò aig a bheil cumhachd air dè tha tachairt gu h-ionadail? 

 

a) comataidh a bhaile? 

– bheil iad a' riochdachadh beachdan muinntir an àite – no dìreach na 

croitearan  

-na croitearan air fad – no dìreach an fheadhainn a tha ag obrachadh an 

croitean  

 

b) tha tòrr dhaoine agus buidhnean a tha dèanamh co-dhùnaidhean air planadh agus 

leasachadh ghnìomhachasan -  bheil thu air gnothach sam bith a ghabhail ri a leithid: 

 oifigear planaidh (comhairle)/LEC/roinn an àiteachais 

 

c) Bheil iad mothachail air feumalachdan dhaoine? no dìreach a' leantail 

 poileasaidhean a tha tighinn bho gu h-àrd 

 

ie a bheil cothroman ann do dhaoine àbhaisteach a bhith toirt seachad beachdan agus 

a bheil iad ag èisteachd ris na  beachdan sin. 

 

 

4 Tradisean agus Cleachdaidhean (ie agus neart na coimhearsnachd) 

 

a) obair choitcheann 

-m.e. làithean faing 

  - bheil iad a' tachairt 

- ciamar a thèid an cur air dòigh 
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- bheil a leithid seo a dh'obair a leantail gu co-obrachadh eile 

  (na bhunait airson deasbad?) 

  - no bheil i na bacadh  

 

b) co-chomainn  a bheil gin san sgìre a-nis? 

  -m.e comann taigheadais 

  -leasachaidhean coimhearsnachd eile?  

  -"Dùthchas"  

-bheil buidhnean mar seo anns a bheil daoine ionadail an sàs air fhaicinn mar:  

 

-a' dèanamh feum ann a bhith togail misneachd a-thaobh gnìomhachas 

-ag obrachadh a rèir feumalachdan na sgìre 

-a' fàgail an sgìre nas buailteach a bhith cumail daoine/tarraing daoine 

 

 c)  creideamh – ballrachd de na h-eaglaisean 

  - bheil ballrachd de eaglais a' leantail gu rudan eile 

 

5 Poileasaidhean aig an Riaghaltas agus an Aonadh Eòrpach msaa 

 

a) An urrainn muinntir an àite beachdan a chur air adhart air poileasaidhean 

nàiseanta tro: 

  -NFUS 

  -Bunait nan Croitearan 

  -A' Chomhairle Ionadail – taghaidhean 

  -bruidhinn ri comhairlichean 

 

Bheil daoine faireachdainn gu bheil cumhachd aig a' chomhairle air  

  -taigheadas 

  -busaichean/aiseagan etc 

  -eile 

 

b) bheil daoine mothachail air buaidh atharrachaidhean bhon EU etc  

-m.e. burocrasaidh -  formaichean ri lìonadh,  

-riaghailtean ùra,  

-atharrachadh an an siostam ghrantaichean 

 

6 Rud sam bith ri ionnsachadh bhon choimhearsnachdan ann an Nirribhidh  
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Appendix 1c  Interview Schedule (Norwegian)  

 

SPØRRESKJEMA 

Størrelse 

husdyr 

 

 

LOKALT EIGARSKAP AV RESSURSER 

 

Eig du jorda du dyrkar/brukar?  

Inkluderar eigedomsretten utnytjinga av jakt- og mineralressursane på garden? 

 

 

a)   Kva er etter di meining dei største endringane på din gard i perioden 1970-2000?  

Kva er hovedendringane i jordbruket i bygda i same periode? 

 

Kvifor har desse endringane skjedd? Endra livsstil? Endra tilskottsordningar? 

  

 

Blir nye og forskjellige typer landbruk stadig meir viktig, med hagebruk (polytunnels?) og 

nye artar? 

 

Er det utvikla nye måtar å selge gardsprodukter på i lokalmiljøet:   

 Fleire detaljforhandlarar? 

 Direktesalg?  

 Betre kommunikasjon? 

 Kjølelagring? 

 

Har du satsa på/er det mange som har satsa på attåtnæringer som  

Matforedling? 

 Hytteutleie/turisme? krydder 

 Butikk? 

 

Om tilskottet til jordbrukdsproduksjonen fortsatt minkar og erstattast med tilskot til 

miljøvern: kunne du bli fornøyd med å vera forvaltar i staden for produsent? - ivaretek jorda, 

men ikkje produserar noko? 

 

Framtida 

Er det barn eller andre slektningar som vil overta bruket/garden? 

 

 

  LOKALE VEDTAK 

 

Det finnast ei rekke av folk og komiteer som har med vedtak om bygdeplanlegging og 

byggjetillatelser å gjere – kjenner du noko til desse? (f eks næringsutvikling, 

komiteer/organisasjonar, saksbehandlarar innen byggjetillatelse) 
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TRADISJONAR – SKIKKAR 

Samvirkelag – finnast det i området?  

 

Kan dette føre til vidare bedriftstillit?– dvs at folk beheld ei fellesskapskjensle? 

 

Opplever folk at slike bedrifter blir drevne av folk som høyrer til i lokalsamfunnet? 

 

Finnast det dugnadsarbeid – kommersielt eller frivillig? 

Korleis skjer det?  Kan det vera eit utgangspunkt til vidare aktivitet? 

  

Religion – omfanget av  medlemskap?  

REGJERING 

 

a) Kor mykje kan befolkninga i Askvoll påvirke nasjonalpolitikken 

  gjennom f. eks  

i) småbrukarlag 

stortingsrepresentantar – valg, treffetid med representantar, uformelle treff, stortingsvalg? 

Føler du at kommunen/fylket har makt eller brukar makta si i saker som angår bedrifter og 

transport 

 

c)   Er folk kjent med påverknaden frå EU og globaliseringa, f.eks. gjennom byråkratiske 

restriksjonar 
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