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Abstract 
 

 

Privately-owned estates dominate Scotland’s uplands, and their owners’ decisions greatly 

influence rural communities. While the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 has altered 

power relations in rural areas, its impact on landowner-community dynamics has received 

little attention. Discourse on the contemporary ‘estate community’ and factors determining 

its ‘sustainability’ has also been minimal. The research reported here, involving in-depth 

case studies on six, upland, private estates, aims to address these knowledge gaps and 

contribute to Scottish policy on sustainable land use and community development. Scoping 

interviews with a group of expert commentators informed the design of a national survey 

of private landowners, and this, in turn, facilitated case study selection. The research 

questions were explored through a triangulated method of household questionnaires, 

interviews with key actors (in the local community and in estate management), and 

participant observation. This grounded, ethnographic approach generated an in-depth 

understanding of the threats and opportunities facing rural communities and private 

landowners in upland Scotland, in addition to the key factors required to promote their 

sustainability, and the constraints to achieving this goal. The results showed (i) that many 

key factors and constraints are shared by the estate and the community; (ii) that their 

sustainability is interlinked; and therefore (iii) that estate-community interaction and 

positive engagement is crucial. Evaluation of estate-community interaction and 

engagement processes reveals opportunities and challenges for effective approaches. 

Evaluation of the prospects for landowner/estate-community partnership working 

illustrates the opportunities for mutual benefits, and the need for greater community 

empowerment to ensure partnership success. These findings are reinforced from a 

Habermasian perspective. Private landowners are recommended to adopt three key roles - 

as contributor, enabler and partner - in order to contribute positively to estate community 

sustainability, and, in turn, to private estate sustainability and public legitimacy. The 

research informs a concluding set of best practice recommendations. 
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Chapter 1.  

 

This thesis adopts a grounded approach in order to explore six case studies and develop an 

understanding of the contemporary role of the private landowner in facilitating sustainable 

rural communities in upland Scotland. The case studies are identified through the 

responses to a questionnaire survey of private landowners in Scotland, the design of which 

is informed by a scoping interview survey with ‘expert commentators’. The ethnographic 

case study approach explores in depth the threats and opportunities facing rural 

communities and private landowners in upland Scotland, in addition to the key factors and 

constraints to achieving estate and ‘estate community’ sustainability. Finally, through 

evaluating estate-community interactions and engagement processes, prospects for 

partnership approaches are considered, and best practice recommendations suggested for 

private landowners, rural communities and other agencies, in order to contribute to 

sustainable rural development. 

1.1. Rationale for the thesis 

Landownership is of fundamental importance, given the power of property rights and the 

status of land as the ultimate resource, upon which all prospects for development and 

production are derived. Therefore, those who own land and have control over its 

management have both considerable influence and responsibility regarding the 

environmental protection, income maximisation and social benefits of the land. Given the 

unusually high concentration of private landownership in Scotland, concerns have been 

raised regarding access to resources and rural socio-economic development (Shucksmith 

and Dargan, 2006; Wightman, 2004a), thus questioning the balance of power, management 

practice and ultimately, accountability (McIntosh et al., 1994; Wightman, 1996; 

Wightman, 1999; Chenevix-Trench and Philip, 2001). Land management decisions are 

based on external drivers, such as policy, funding opportunities and regulation, as well as 

the individual motivations of the private landowner (see Armstrong, 1985; MacGregor, 

1988; MacGregor and Stockdale, 1994; Higgins et al., 2002; Wightman, 2004a; Kennedy, 

2007). However, public perceptions of private landownership in Scotland are often based 

on stereotypical images of the tweed-clad ‘laird’ as depicted in Compton MacKenzie’s 

novel ‘Monarch of the Glen’ (or perhaps more its later television adaptation), and the 

perception of a perceived class divide may also disconnect the landowner from the general 

public and their sympathies. The social memory of the Highland Clearances continues to 
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tar the image of Scottish private landowners, and negative views are perpetuated by media 

reports of wildlife crime on private estates, particularly the poisoning of birds of prey (e.g., 

BBC News, 2011). Further research indicates a lack of public understanding regarding 

contemporary private estate management (Fawcett and Costley, 2010), and recent 

academic insight regarding its impacts and drivers is limited (for the latest analysis see 

MacMillan et al., 2010).  

 

Nonetheless, it is believed that that the private landowner in upland Scotland has great 

influence over the rural community on his or her land (Bird, 1982; Lloyd and Danson, 

1999; Cramb, 2000). Three decades previously, Bird states that “their decisions on land use 

continue to have a significant impact on potential for growth or decline in Scottish rural 

settlements” (1982: 55), and despite the powers of local and national authorities, private 

landowners in Scotland have long been considered the de facto ‘rural planners’ 

(MacGregor, 1993; MacGregor and Stockdale, 1994). However, since the passage of the 

Land Reform (Scotland) Act (2003) (henceforth referred to as LRSA) the ‘land question’ 

has become much more community-orientated (Bryden and Geisler, 2007). The LRSA 

established legislative support for community land acquisition; specifically, the pre-

emptive right of a registered rural community body to purchase land or property on sale by 

the landowner, and compulsory purchase rights for crofting communities. The LRSA also 

introduced a right of responsible access across rural Scotland, thus privately-owned estates 

can no longer be considered ‘private’ spaces for the benefit solely of the landowner.  

While the rights of community ‘buy-out’ have caused a shift in power from the 

landowner into the hands of the community (Warren and McKee, 2011), as well as 

challenging private property rights, there has been little academic investigation of the 

impact of the LRSA on the dynamics and relationships between private landowners and the 

rural communities who live and work on their land. The powers of ‘community buy-out’ 

have been successful on several occasions in relieving the so-called ‘oppressive’ behaviour 

of ‘bad’ landowners, stimulating local economic development and greater community 

cohesion (see McIntosh, 2001; Skerratt, 2011). For example, the successful community 

regeneration and renewable energy development on the Isle of Gigha, since its community 

purchase, is held up as an exemplar of sustainable development by the Scottish 

Government (Scottish Executive, 2006).  

 

However, the key point may not be ownership (as focussed on in the LRSA), but instead 

what it enables, and how landowning power - whether private or community ownership, 
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“enlightened or exploitative, innovative or blinkered” (Warren, 2002b: 10) - is utilised 

(Chenevix-Trench and Philip, 2001; Parmee, 2006); thus, in terms of sustainable estate 

management, the role of the landowner in facilitating sustainability. To date, the theme of 

private estate management and its engagement with the sustainable development paradigm 

has been little explored. One example is the attention focussed on sustainable deer 

management, with responsibility for this goal placed on land owners and managers, in 

conjunction with Scottish Natural Heritage (see SNH, 2011). Furthermore, the sustainable 

development ‘pillars’ are incorporated in environmental protection schemes for upland 

regions (Mather, 1992; Lister-Kaye, 1994; Phillips, 2001; Swift, 2001; Milne and 

Hamilton, 2007; Irvine, 2011) and rural development issues such as affordable housing or 

service provision, striving for socio-economic sustainability (Satsangi, 2005). However, 

there is no agreed definition of a ‘sustainable estate’, and a lack of understanding regarding 

the processes and practices required to achieve sustainable development on the estate scale. 

There is therefore a need to understand the views of private landowners and rural 

communities, to further define these concepts and contribute to the knowledge of good 

practice towards sustainability ‘reality’, rather than academic and policy rhetoric (see 

Cherrett, 2007). 

 

Price et al. (2002) comment that long-established landowning families often convey a 

sense of stewardship and a long-term commitment to their ‘estate communities’, therefore 

private landowners may be instrumental in ensuring the sustainable development of 

adjacent rural communities (see also Shucksmith et al., 1996; Kerr, 2004). Indeed, many 

private landowners profess themselves to be ‘custodians’ of the countryside, who bring in 

outside investment, through private business and sporting lets, that subsequently protects 

the traditional landscape and supports the rural economy (Warren, 1999; Samuel, 2000; 

Higgins et al., 2002; Kerr, 2004; Buccleuch, 2005). More critical perspectives highlight the 

potential negative influence of private landownership on rural community sustainability, 

for example, in terms of land management practices, estate developments (or lack of 

development) and the level of involvement by the community in estate management 

planning and decision-making, illustrating a lack of accountability and transparency (see 

Wightman, 2010, for example).  

However, the concept of ‘sustainable rural communities’ appears to be similarly 

challenging and lacking in definition; in fact, the Commission for Rural Communities 

believes that “within the sustainability literature there is no rural interpretation of this 

concept that describes what is or might be a sustainable rural community” (2006: 1), or 
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how a ‘sustainable rural community’ may achieved. As well as breaking down the barriers 

of academic and policy rhetoric surrounding ‘sustainability’, functional and social-

constructivist viewpoints of ‘rural’ are increasingly incompatible, and emerging 

‘communities of interest’, as well as the traditional ‘community of place’ require 

consideration (Warren, 1999; Lowe, 2006; Ward, 2006; Halfacree, 2007; Hoggart, 1990; 

Liepins, 2000b; Bryden, 1994a, 1994b; Derounian, 1998). In the context of a changing 

rural population, with trends of counter-urbanisation, youth outmigration and declining 

land-based employment, the question arises of who comprises the contemporary ‘estate 

community’, and therefore of the role of the private landowner in facilitating estate 

community sustainability.  

 

The key study ‘Rural Scotland Today’ details perceptions of living in a rural community 

(Shucksmith et al., 1996), utilising an interpretative approach to investigate social groups 

and power relations in varying representations of rurality (see also Shucksmith, 1994; 

Salant, 1994; Cloke, 1997). Importantly, it gives an insight into the interactions between 

private landowners and rural communities, concluding that landowners should instigate 

greater community involvement. Indeed, a key recommendation of the Land Reform 

Policy Group, prior to the LRSA, was to increase ‘community involvement in the way the 

land is owned and used’ (LRPG, 1999:4). A review of this objective is crucial, especially 

considering the lack of evaluation of processes of interaction and engagement between 

private landowners and rural communities (see Parmee, 2006). The importance of 

integrated community engagement, empowerment and ‘bottom-up’ initiatives for 

sustainable development cannot be overstated (Bridger and Luloff, 1999; Fraser et al., 

2006), and thus must be considered central to sustainable estate management in upland 

Scotland. Furthermore, Warren (2002) believes that the idea of ‘stewardship’ is embraced 

by most individuals and agencies involved in landowning in Scotland, and this sense of 

responsibility provides common ground for potential partnership working (see Warren, 

1999; Housden, 2001; Price et al., 2002). 
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1.2. Aims and objectives of the thesis 

The overall aim of this thesis is to explore the contemporary role of private landownership 

in facilitating sustainable rural communities in upland Scotland. Specific objectives are 

therefore: 

 

• To refine the definition of ‘sustainable rural estate community’ and ‘sustainable 

estate management’ from the perspectives of private landowners and rural 

communities; 

• To examine the interactions between private landowners, estate representatives and 

rural communities, and to evaluate the processes and practices of estate-community 

engagement;  

• To explore potential estate-community partnerships, their strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and threats;  

• To develop practical recommendations for ways in which owners of private upland 

estates can promote the sustainability of rural communities through good practice. 

1.3. Research approach  

This thesis approaches its rationale utilising the perspectives of two key bodies of 

literature. Firstly, the historic and current picture of private landownership in Scotland is 

considered; secondly, an understanding of rural community development is expanded on, 

in particular through considering the role of participatory governance, collaborative 

approaches and community engagement. These perspectives are mirrored through the data 

collection phases, seeking to gain an understanding from both the landowner and 

community viewpoints. Due to the geographical and social diversity of Scottish upland 

estates, a case study approach is highly relevant in order to capture the detail of the 

processes, players and practices involved in estate-community interactions and their 

implications for sustainability (cf. Chapter 4). An ethnographic approach permits the 

researcher to strive for an emic perspective, and case study interpretations are triangulated 

utilising a community household survey, in-depth interviews and participatory observation. 

Reflexivity is a crucial element of this ‘embedded’ case study process, and case study 

diaries were utilised to record observations, informal conversations, as well as researcher 

intuition and interpretation. Furthermore, due to the lack of academic exploration of this 

unique social and geographical arena, this thesis avoids the application of theoretical 

constructs a priori, aiming instead to utilise inductive approaches to identify key themes 
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and their implications for theory, policy and practice. Grounded substantive theory is 

supported by engaging with other critical theories, providing further insights into the case 

study data and underpinning recommendations for best practice in private landowner – 

community engagement.  

1.4. Research context 

Upland rural Scotland is influenced both by the patterns of landownership, and therefore 

the motivations and objectives of estate owners, and also by national level land use policy, 

involving both regulation and financial support. In particular, the recent publication of the 

Land Use Strategy (LUS) by the Scottish Government (2011a) and its associated Action 

Plan (Scottish Government, 2011b) presents a set of land use principles, within the 

framework of sustainable development and adopting an ecosystem approach. This places a 

statutory obligation on government bodies involved in land management and encourages 

private interests to also follow the principles of sustainable land use. However, it may be 

assumed that the land use decisions made by upland private landowners are influenced 

more widely by the subsidy system available through the Common Agricultural Policy 

(CAP) and translated on a national level through the Scotland Rural Development 

Programme (SRDP), in addition to payments associated with Less Favoured Area status. 

Therefore, the implementation of the LUS relies on individual and collective 

understandings of the key concepts of sustainable development and the ecosystem 

approach. This thesis investigates the prospects and problems of sustainable estate 

management through the eyes of those who own, manage, live and work on these estates.  

 In addition to this policy framework, other legislation influences the activities of 

contemporary private landownership, and its relationship with rural ‘estate communities’, 

as well as contributing to wider public perceptions – not least the LRSA. Given the current 

review of the LRSA, as promised by the current Scottish National Party government (SNP, 

2006), the opportunity arises to explore the impact and influence of this landmark 

legislation, in particular on estate-community relationships and engagement processes. 

Furthermore, community empowerment is similarly being encouraged through the localism 

agenda promoted by the UK government, the re-establishment of the Scottish Land Fund 

and the forthcoming Community Empowerment and Renewal Bill (Scottish Government, 

2012a). Recent research highlights the benefits to community empowerment through 

community asset ownership, in particular, landownership (Skerratt, 2011; Mc Morran and 

Scott, 2013). Therefore, from the perspective of private land ownership, it may be 
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considered imperative to contribute to community empowerment goals, in order to reduce 

the potential for government-supported community land acquisition. For example, the role 

of private landownership in mitigating key rural challenges, such as affordable housing 

provision, limited employment opportunities and diminishing service provision, is little 

documented. Furthermore, there exists a knowledge gap regarding the potential for estate-

community partnerships that provide community involvement in estate management, and 

the implications of such approaches for both estate and estate community sustainability. 

Crucially, there are fundamental questions regarding rights to landownership and its 

benefits, and the potential for governance systems that seek to reduce the polarisation of 

power between private and public – individual and community – to which this thesis aims 

to contribute. 

1.5. Structure of the thesis 

The thesis is structured in five main sections, as illustrated in Figure 1.5.1. 
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Figure 1.5.1 Structure of thesis; full chapter headings are provided in the Table of Contents. 

 

Section 1, comprising Chapters 1-3, provides the academic and policy context, and builds 

the rationale for the research through highlighting gaps in academic insight and policy 

drivers for the potential research findings. It also delineates the scope of the research, 

through the perspectives of private landownership and rural community development. 

Section 2, comprising Chapters 4 and 5, describes the research methodology and grounded 

approach, incorporating data analysis and interpretation in order to inform later data 

collection stages. For example, the case study estates were identified through analysis of 

the questionnaire survey of private landowners, itself informed by the earlier expert 

commentators’ interview survey. Chapter 4 also details the data collection techniques used 

during case study fieldwork and the need for researcher reflection. Chapter 5 provides an 
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overview of the case study estates and the associated rural communities, in order to set the 

scene for the presentation of the qualitative research findings.  

  

Section 3, comprising Chapters 6-8, presents the case study findings, based predominantly 

on qualitative data sources, including landowner and community questionnaire responses, 

in-depth interviews and case study diaries. Chapter 6 describes the key factors required for 

both estate and community sustainability, and the main constraints, providing an insight 

into the interlinkages of estate and community sustainable development, the composition 

of the contemporary ‘estate community’, and works towards emerging definitions. Chapter 

7 presents the three broad ‘interaction arenas’ of private estates and communities, 

identified from the case study data: housing, employment, and community spirit and 

cohesion. These interactions are described, and the processes of engagement evaluated 

according to the views of both estate representative and community participants. Chapter 8 

presents participant views on current and potential partnership working between the estate 

and community, including an analysis of the key factors that permit partnership 

opportunities to be pursued and the threats to these approaches.  

 

Section 4 further considers the case study findings, with Chapter 9 reviewing the key 

themes and exploring their contribution to the research objectives, in addition to wider 

academic thought and relevant critical theory. This chapter also discusses the implications 

of these findings for the participant groups (private landowners, estate management and 

rural communities), as well as the implications for land use and community development 

policy, and wider understanding of sustainable development, plus pathways to its 

achievement. The final section, Section 5, comprises Chapter 10, which seeks to 

summarise the research findings and their implications, including recommendations for 

best practice approaches to estate-community engagement, and the role of the private 

landowner in facilitating sustainable rural estate communities. This chapter also reflects on 

the limitations of the research, emphasising the significant opportunities for further 

research on this substantial and fundamental topic. 
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Chapter 2. 

 

2.1. Introduction: The Scottish estate, from past to present 

Private landownership and rural land occupation in Scotland are emotive and politically 

sensitive issues (Mather, 1995; Lorimer, 2000; Warren, 2009), arising from the nation’s 

stormy history in relation to its land resource and cultural heritage. Norton-Taylor states 

that “land, as our only permanent resource is also the source of growing conflict” (1984: 

72). The modern system of landownership in Scotland arose in the mid-eighteenth century, 

with the establishment of clear individual property rights over former clan territory, a 

direct result of the Jacobite uprising and events of 1745 (Prebble, 1963; Devine, 1995; 

Keay and Keay, 1994; Wigan, 1998, Dunnett, 2007). Scotland’s rural land thus evolved 

into a jigsaw of ‘estates’ with land ownership rights originally acquired by feudal title in a 

charter from the Crown, in return for support and service (Hunter, 2006). However, as 

summarised by Prebble, the custodial and historically paternalistic attitude of the clan chief 

was overtaken by economic considerations, as well as the “manners, demands and vanities 

of the south” (1963:16; see also Hunter, 2006). Indeed, Bevan (2009 in Quinn et al., 2010) 

describes the UK-wide shift under the control of a ‘new class of landed gentry’ that 

resulted in the removal of common land rights and the creation of more efficiently 

managed private property during the 18
th

 century.  

The contemporary Scottish ‘estate’ is regarded as an iconic rural enterprise, as well 

as commonly a recreational asset or status symbol for the private landowner, constituting a 

powerful and complex ‘bundle’ of property rights (Higgins et al., 2002; Munton, 2009). 

Mather (1999) describes private landownership in Scotland as a ‘compromise’ of two main 

notions of land according to the prevailing contemporary ‘moral economy’
2
: as a 

marketable commodity, and as ‘inheritance’ and heritage, requiring stewardship, a key 

concept explored later in this chapter. 

 

Armstrong and Mather believed that any evaluation of the contemporary structure of 

private landownership requires the definition of an ‘estate’:  

 

                                                      
2
 Defined as the “prevailing collective perception of morality in the economic sphere” (Mather, 1999: 2). 
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“…a continuous and discrete area of land held by one owner, whether the owner be 

an individual, a company a trust or an institution” (1983: 9).  

 

There is no official, Scottish Government definition of an ‘estate’. In a more recent report 

investigating private landownership from an economic angle, Kerr presents a business- and 

property-focussed definition: 

 

“Estates are generally characterised by features such as a large house with 

surrounding policies for amenity areas, land owned with part or all let out to 

tenants, actively managed forestry, commercial woodland and possibly deer forest” 

(2004: 5). 

 

However, this is not to imply that the privately-owned Scottish estate is a relatively 

uniform entity. Indeed, the former Cairngorms Partnership believed that “people could be 

excused for inferring that they can easily be embraced in a single definition…in reality, 

that is far from being the case” (2000: 5). Private ownership may be in the form of a 

traditional family-owned estate, with the head of the family as ‘laird’: Munton (2009) 

describes current legal land holdings as typically held by family or non-family trusts. 

Conversely, an estate may be owned by large-scale working farmers, investment owners 

seeking a growth in capital value, offshore trusts, or commercial developers (Price et al., 

2002; Wightman, 2010). The ‘traditional’ estate may have been held in family ownership 

for many generations, often pre-dating 1745, or recently acquired by ‘new money’ wealthy 

individuals, who are frequently foreign, thus bringing potential investment into Scotland 

(Price et al., 2002; Ali and Paradis, 2006). A single private owner may have many land 

holdings across the country, therefore not complying with the simplistic definition of 

Armstrong and Mather (1983).  

The size, shape, climate, fertility, land use, proximity to market and characteristics 

of private estate ownership, management and funding vary greatly across Scotland 

(Armstrong and Mather, 1983; Cairngorms Partnership, 2000). Estate activities are dictated 

by the opportunities of the estate’s resources, and the objectives of estate management 

(Kerr, 2004). One common characteristic of much private landownership is the importance 

of sporting land use (Armstrong and Mather, 1983), and the recreational desires of the 

private landowner, which persist despite contrary economic forces (Strutt and Parker, 

2007). Indeed, estates and their development are influenced by government policy and 
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economic pressures, as well as, crucially, the socio-economic circumstances, motivations, 

management skills and personality of the landowner (Clark, 1981; Wagstaff, 2012).  

 

The remainder of this chapter aims to synthesise, review and identify gaps in the published 

discourse on private landownership in Scotland, considering the historical construction of 

private landowning power, including the formation of ‘sporting’ estates and subsequent 

appearance of the ‘absentee laird’. The implications of the concentration of private 

landownership, its socio-economic influence and the consequences of this for rural 

communities are also outlined. The landmark passage of the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 

2003 is discussed, considering the implications of the legislative reform for private 

landowners and rural communities. Following this, the concept of ‘stewardship’ is 

considered in the context of private landownership, and a discussion of the potential role of 

the private landowner in 21
st
 century upland Scotland provides concluding thoughts. 

2.2. The influence of the Highland Clearances and the rise of the 

sporting estate 

The Highland Clearances, the process of displacement and eviction of a large proportion of 

the rural population of the Highlands and Islands between around 1760 and 1860, illustrate 

the exploitative power once in the hands of private landowners. This era in Scottish history 

demonstrates a number of the key themes that have shaped negative sentiment towards 

private landownership and the predominance of ‘land’ as a major Scottish political issue 

(Prebble, 1963; Devine, 1995; Hunter, 2006; Sellar, 2006). A brief review of this dark 

period in Scottish history can shed light on perceptions of private landownership today, 

and the implications of these views on estate management and landowner-community 

relationships. 

Therefore, driven by the economic attractions of agricultural improvements 

occurring across Britain, the Highland Clearances are commonly generalised as the mass 

removal of entire crofting communities, in some cases by forceful means, in order to 

replace the people with more profitable Cheviot sheep (MacKenzie, 1998; Ali and Paradis, 

2006; Sellar, 2006). However, the rate, number and methods of eviction and displacement 

varied greatly across the Highlands, with some landowners striving to re-accommodate 

exiled communities, whilst others demonstrating no social concern (Prebble, 1963; 

Sutherland, 1968; Devine, 1995; Richards, 2000 in Warren, 2009). As Devine (1995) 

explains, these differences derive from the variety of social and economic pressures 
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affecting the region during the period, notably the scarcity of resources in Highland 

Scotland (compared to coal reserves of the Lowlands for example) and the suitability of the 

area for large-scale commercial pastoralism. Nonetheless, the ‘Highland Clearances’ have 

been used as:  

 

“..an omnibus term to include any kind of displacement by Highland landlords; it 

does not discriminate between small and large evictions, voluntary and forced 

removals, or between outright expulsion of tenants and re-settlement” (Richards, 

1982 in Devine, 1995: 134).  

 

Furthermore, historical recollection of the Highland Clearances frequently fails to mention 

the extensive poverty, famine and subsequent voluntary emigration occurring amongst 

rural society, prior to the evictions of the Clearances (Hunter, 2006; Sellar, 2006). 

Arguably, the poverty and social distress at the time in the Highlands was not entirely due 

to the Clearances, but was certainly exacerbated by the seemingly profit-minded 

landowners of the time.  

 

 

Much of the land set aside for sheep farming subsequently became deer forests following 

the dramatic decline of the wool markets. The Victorian era heralded the rise of the 

sporting estate (Fenton, 1999). In 1852, Queen Victoria and her husband Albert launched a 

fashion for the Highlands when the couple acquired Balmoral castle as a Highland base 

(Prebble, 1963; Hunter, 2006). Sporting estates proliferated across the Highlands, often in 

very remote locations, and stalking, angling, and grouse-shooting became hugely popular 

amongst the wealthy and elite of Britain (Hunter, 2006). Many new owners strived for the 

‘Balmoralised’ Highland estate, seeking solitude and sport in the glens (Devine, 1995; 

Lorimer, 2000; Warren, 2009). Despite a downturn in the fortunes of sporting estates 

during the twentieth century, as a result of war, economic slumps, and social change, a 

revival has been apparent over recent decades (Armstrong, 1985, see also Strutt and 

Parker, 2012). During the inter-war years, the sporting industry was considered to bring 

economic development to the Scottish Highlands, shifting ‘southern wealth and enterprise’ 

to the ‘northern desert’ (Cameron, 1923 in Lorimer, 2000).  

This investment created a distinct social structure, and it was the reported aim of 

the sporting landowners to only gradually integrate modernity into their remote estates 

(Lorimer, 2000). Indeed, Sir Iain Colquhoun, 7
th

 Baronet of Luss, was of the opinion that 

political ideologies were not necessary for the ‘simplistically rustic’ Highland population: 
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“What need is there here for high-sounding schemes, beloved by socialists, for universal 

equity and the brotherhood of man?” (in McConnochie, 1924 in Lorimer, 2000: 416). 

However, a legacy of anti-landlordism has been a feature of Scottish politics since the late 

nineteenth century, and has continued to add ‘fuel to the fire’ of land reform debate and the 

drive for Scottish nationalism (Cameron, 2001). The process of ‘social remembering’ of 

the impact of the Highland Clearances remains a central aspect of community identity in 

the Highlands (Mackenzie, 1998). Munton (2009) describes a ‘loss of confidence’ in 

private landowners by the public, thus undermining the landowners’ influence in opposing 

regulation in land management. As stated by Dingwall-Fordyce in his capacity as convener 

of the former Scottish Landowners Federation: “the passionate memory of the Highland 

clearances is likely to be a stumbling block to any effective advocacy of the landowner’s 

case” (in Cameron, 2001: 87).  

2.3. The contested dominance of private landownership in 

Scotland 

Much has been written regarding the pattern of landownership in Scotland, notably the 

unusually high concentration of large-scale private landowners –it is reported to be the 

most concentrated pattern of private landownership in Europe, and indeed the world 

(Callander, 1986; Lorimer, 2000; Wightman, 2001; Cahill, 2001). Further remarkable 

statistics demonstrate that around thirty percent of private rural land in Scotland is owned 

by only 115 owners, and just 17 owners are responsible for ten percent of Scotland 

(Wightman, 2010; see also the UK-wide figures produced by Cahill, 2001). The situation 

appears most extreme in the North West and the Hebrides (Ali and Paradis, 2006). 

Although a wide range of landownership types exist, including ownership by the state 

(such as by the Forestry Commission), by Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), and 

by social ownership mechanisms, such as community-owned land (Price et al., 2002, 

Warren, 2009), Houston (1990) explains that the ‘persistence’ of private estate ownership 

has generated ‘periodic criticism’. It has been argued that the pattern of land ownership in 

the Highlands, in particular, is inequitable and inefficient, since the land (and its associated 

benefits) is concentrated in only a few, private hands (see Wightman, 2010). 

Landownership is considered the ‘cornerstone’ of power, therefore it is significant that 

power is held by a minority (Sutherland, 1968; Callander, 1986; Warren, 1999; Wightman, 

1999; Stewart et al., 2001). Media reporting on ‘who owns Scotland’ is met with a mixture 

of interest and outcry, illustrated within public discussion forums (see online feedback to 
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Haworth, 2009), and arguably there has been a ‘reawakening of popular concern’ regarding 

the role and status of private landownership (Cramb, 2000; Monbiot 2012). Critics argue 

that private landownership maintains historical inequalities and injustices, satisfying only 

elite and narrow interests, and that alternative forms of land occupancy and smaller land 

holdings could lead to a “greater intensity of land use, higher levels of employment and a 

greater output from the land” (Cramb, 2000; Armstrong and Mather, 1983: 137). 

One of the earliest official landownership surveys, conducted in 1873, revealed that 

only fifteen of the largest Highland landowners controlled almost fifty percent of the land – 

a peak of concentration that prevailed for several decades (Bateman, 1971 in Armstrong 

and Mather, 1983). Subsequent researchers have contributed significantly to the question 

of landownership patterns (reviewed effectively by Lorimer, 2000, Paterson, 2002 and 

Wightman, 1996; see also Cahill, 2001 and ongoing research by Wightman, 2012), but 

have so far failed to gather a complete picture of the extent of private landownership. Data 

on exactly ‘who owns what and where’ (Clark, 1981; Mather, 1995; Mc Morran et al., 

2008) are inadequate, and recent commentators have had to rely on surveys from the early 

1980s due to the lack of up-to-date, wide-coverage data (see Home, 2009). Norton-Taylor 

(1984) recognised a lack of media scrutiny regarding land use decisions and that, in 

contrast to many other countries, the UK has no restrictions on potential landowners or the 

quantity of land purchased, with landownership information considered a ‘secret’ held by 

the Inland Revenue, estate agents and landownership representative groups. Official land 

registration in Scotland – the Land Registry and Register of Sasines - remains incomplete, 

voluntary to those properties not transacted since 1925 and expensive to access, and thus it 

is challenging to construct a picture of landownership beyond the local scale (Munton, 

2009; Home, 2009). The task would appear increasingly difficult with the growing variety 

of ownership and tenure mechanisms, for example offshore financial investment trusts, and 

with the rise of foreign owners (Callander, 1986; Mather, 1995; Home, 2009; Warren, 

2009). Munton (2009) reflects the view of Norton-Taylor (1984), that landownership 

patterns are irrelevant if they only deal with title rather that land use and ‘beneficial 

landownership’. Indeed, without a comprehensive understanding of land occupancy, 

subsequent issues and problems associated with land use patterns, which are dictated by 

the landowner, cannot be resolved (Mather, 1995), as well as limiting the effectiveness of 

targeted land management policies and legislation (Munton, 2009). 

The most comprehensive landownership pattern surveys in recent decades are the 

work of Millman (1969; 1970), McEwen (1977), Callander (1987) and Wightman (1996; 

2012) (see also Lorimer, 2000), many with radical land reform overtones. For example, 
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McEwen professes that ‘the stranglehold of powerful, selfish, anti-social landlords [must 

be] completely smashed’ (1977: 13). Clark (1981) identifies a weakening of the oligopoly 

of land ownership in many regions of Scotland between 1872/3 and 1970, illustrated by a 

reduction in estate size and an increasing number of owners. However, the reduction in 

estate size in some regions was matched by the expansion of other estates, often by old 

Scottish families such as Stair, Farquharson and Roxburghe, as well as an increasing 

number of ‘newcomers’ (Sutherland, 1968; Clark, 1981). As Callander (1986) claimed, the 

ownership and structure of Scotland’s estates shows remarkable continuity across the 

centuries: over twenty-five percent of Scottish landowning families can trace their 

landowning ancestry back to at least the 16
th

 century (Callander, 1986; Cramb, 2000). 

 

The unusually high concentration of private landownership persists in upland Scotland, and 

remains a topic of intense public and political contestation. The revolutionary agenda of 

McEwen was continued by Callander (1987), focussing on Aberdeenshire, the speakers 

participating in the annual John McEwen Memorial Lecture instigated by Callander (see 

MacGregor, 1993; Hunter, 1995; Bryden, 1996; McCrone, 1997; Dewar, 1998; Wightman, 

1999), McIntosh (2001), Cahill (2001), as well as extensively by Wightman (1996; 1999; 

2007, 2009, 2012). Wightman remains a prolific land reform activist and updated 

McEwen’s seminal work in a book of the same title, and as a continuing project on-line 

(1996; 2007, 2009, 2012). These commentators claim that the system of landownership is 

outdated, unjust, and dominated by a small group of lairds as well as corporate owners 

(Lorimer, 2000). They have pursued an outwardly nationalistic and social justice agenda in 

promoting the dominance of private landownership in Scotland, advocating fundamental 

land reform – which undoubtedly contributed to the fast movement of land reform up the 

political agenda in a newly-devolved Scotland (cf. Section 2.6; Lloyd and Danson, 1999; 

Warren, 1999; Sellar, 2006). In Cramb’s ‘rollicking criticism’, he condemns the system as 

“benefiting the owner, failing the environment, doing little for the local community” 

(Cramb, 2000:13). Furthermore, John McEwen strongly expresses the ‘democracy deficit’ 

or ‘lairdocracy’ (Lorimer, 2000), recognised in the pattern of private landownership:  

 

“Having stated the facts relating to the break-up of land in Scotland into private 

estates…there is now presented a clear and fairly accurate picture of the extent to 

which private ownership of land can and does determine our way of life. We also 

know the very minor share of responsibility left in the hands of the ordinary citizen, 
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when it is realised that we as citizens, own a mere 2.5 per cent of the land in 

Scotland” (McEwen, 1977: 90, emphasis added). 

 

McEwen’s call for the break-up of large privately-owned estates – and the subsequent 

opportunities for greater sustainability in land management with a diversity of ownership 

and smaller scale of land unit – is a key argument for land reform, addressed in Section 

2.6. It is, however, disputed by Wigan who asserts that “large areas under single 

management are vital if present land use practices are able to pay” (1998: 103), hence the 

question of appropriate land use and economic viability is a central theme to the practical 

achievement of ‘sustainable land management’, the focus of the following chapter. 

Furthermore, history dictated that many estates would likely never be financially viable 

without external subsidies, since in their formative years they were typically bought to 

display wealth, not to make it, and so were managed for recreation, sport, solitude and 

romanticism (Armstrong and Mather, 1983; Warren, 2009) – the resulting trend of 

absenteeism is a key point for further discussion. 

2.4. The influence of absenteeism and foreign ownership  

The growth in commercialised sport during the nineteenth century led to upland regions 

that were extensively and often exclusively utilised for leisure pursuits of the wealthy 

(Cameron, 2001). As numerous sporting estates were owned by the upper class from the 

south of England, or ‘new money’ industrialists (Hunter, 2006), there was a huge rise in 

absentee landownership, prevalent in upland regions, with social, economic and 

environmental consequences (Armstrong, 1986; Warren, 2009).  

Absenteeism, where the landowner is not a permanent resident on their estate, is 

considered in some cases the result of high estate maintenance costs, low returns on land 

investment, and high capital taxation (Stirling, 1976 in Armstrong and Mather, 1983). 

However, most absentees have not been resident landowners previously, forced into the 

conventional workplace due to financial pressures – rather they undertake ownership, 

which may only last a few years, as absentees (Armstrong and Mather, 1983). The reasons 

for landownership by those intending to be absentees are predominantly for recreational or 

investment purposes (Higgins et al., 2002; Warren, 2009; Macmillan et al., 2010). 

Petrzelka et al. (2013) demonstrates that non-economic motivations can outweigh 

economic reasons for land purchase, in particular for recreation. The rise of absenteeism 
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amongst private landowners has been mirrored by a growth in estate management agencies 

– which are themselves ‘absentees’, typically located in urban centres (Armstrong, 1986). 

 Nonetheless, the issue of absentee landowners has proved contentious over the past 

two centuries and remains difficult to measure in extent and impact (Armstrong, 1986). 

Undoubtedly, whether a landowner is resident on his or her land throughout the year, or 

visits infrequently as an absentee, has an influence on their commitment to rural estate 

community development and, indeed, the proactive sustainable development of the estate 

(Higgins et al., 2002; Petrzelka et al., 2013). Commentators have generalised that absentee 

landowners are more resistant to change and innovative development than resident 

landowners (Wunderlich, 1975 in Armstrong and Mather, 1983; Higgins et al., 2002) and 

that ‘residents’ typically utilise land to a greater intensity than absentees (Gaffney, 1977 in 

Armstrong and Mather, 1983; see similar findings by MacMillan et al., 2010). Indeed, it is 

believed that many absentee landowners are primarily interested in preserving the sporting 

facilities of their estate, often undermining the potential of the land (Armstrong, 1986). 

However, Warren states that “there is no simple correlation linking absentee owners with 

poor-quality management” (2009: 57), highlighting the lack of similar criticism towards 

NGO-landowners who are by definition ‘absentees’. Cramb (2000) also presents case 

studies that champion the ‘good’ estate management of several absentee owners.  

However, there have been several high-profile negative cases of the actions or in-

actions of absentee landowners, which have apparently resulted in damage or degradation 

to the land resource, local community or tenantry (Bird, 1982; MacGregor, 1988; Warren, 

1999; McIntosh, 2001; Bryden and Geisler 2007). Mather (1999) describes both state and 

private landownership in parts of the Highlands as ‘colonial’, with decision-making, 

capital and land management undertaken outwith the local area. Indeed, in contrast to 

widely held perceptions that such ownership provides significant inward investment (Price 

et al., 2002; Ali and Paradis, 2006), others claim that absentee landownership in fact 

channels local money out of the estate, and even out of the country, reduces accountability 

and crucially, leaves ownership and responsibility “in the hands of people with no local 

roots and sense of belonging” (Dunion in Paterson, 2002: 72). 

 

Similarly, since the 1960s, Scottish estates have been bought and sold for a profit by 

Dutch, Swiss, Norwegians, and notably Arabs, amongst other foreign nationals (Watson 

and Watson, 1986; Cramb, 2000), exemplifying the ‘lack of local roots’ that concerned 

Dunion (Paterson, 2002). Wightman (1996) calculated that overseas ownership had 

quadrupled between 1970 and the mid 1990’s, thus representing around six percent of rural 
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land at the time he published ‘Who Owns Scotland’. This is in contrast to many other 

countries where foreign land ownership is severely restricted, and legal arrangements 

regulate the ownership and use of land in the public interest (Callander, 1998; Cahill, 

2001). In particular, Switzerland, Norway and Denmark have legislated regarding owner-

occupation and the nationalities of landowners (Armstrong and Mather, 1983; Armstrong, 

1986; Watson and Watson, 1986; Wightman, 1996; Cahill, 2001). For example, Norwegian 

land law in the mid-1980s completely excluded anyone from owning land who was not 

resident on their land (Armstrong, 1986), thus ensuring productive land use and a ‘healthy 

rural climate’, according to McHattie (1986). The one-sided landownership arrangements 

characteristic to Scotland are summarised by Callander, who claimed that: “nowhere else 

in Europe when you say ‘landowner’ do people automatically think of large private 

estates” (1998: 200), and furthermore Cramb highlights the ‘single great flaw’, that the 

Scottish system “allows anyone from anywhere in the world to buy huge areas of land and 

then fails to decree what can and cannot happen on the land”, thus the system is effectively 

a gamble with sustainable land management (2000: 21). 

 It is clear that the debates surrounding absenteeism are closely linked with the 

discourse surrounding foreign ownership. Indeed, several of the most high-profile 

examples of irresponsible estate management have been under foreign ownership, which 

sparks calls for regulation against non-native land ownership (Warren, 1999). On the other 

hand, many foreign landowners demonstrate positive ‘paternal attributes’ and a sense of 

stewardship (Osborne, 2007; Price et al., 2002). Indeed, Smith (1983) made a strong 

argument for limited constraints on owner-nationality in Britain due to the short supply of 

investment capital during the early 1980s – a situation that remains across Highland estates 

today and is demonstrated with the lack of political will to restrict foreign landowners 

(Cramb, 2000; Warren, 2009). Similarly, it is explained that: 

 

“Placing limits on absenteeism and foreign ownership would limit opportunities for 

investment in land, thereby restricting the ‘life chances’ of rural people” (Warren, 

1999: 9/10). 

 

Munton suggests, however, that constraints on foreign ownership may be achieved through 

capital taxation, which would “once again undermine the viability of let estates and re-start 

the trend towards greater owner occupation” (2009: S60). Nevertheless, there is a 

deficiency of academic research and literature that reviews the current issues and social, 

environmental and economic impacts of absenteeism and foreign ownership. 
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2.5. The socio-economic influence of private landownership on 

rural communities  

It is timely to consider the influence of private landownership on those who live and work 

in rural Scotland (see McEwen 1977, Section 2.3). It is clear that the privilege of owning 

land in Scotland has in the past conferred, and continues to permit, a certain level of power 

and authority, often viewed as a ‘double-edged gift’ to some landowning individuals 

(Warren, 2009). Grant asserts that the landowners of the Cairngorm region retain a 

“fundamental influence…on the economic, social and cultural life of its communities” 

(2000 in Cairngorms Partnership, 2000: 1). Furthermore, the uneven distribution of 

landownership in Scotland correlates to the significant impact and level of influence that 

powerful, landowning individuals or institutions
3
 can have on rural communities (Bird, 

1982; see also Newby, 1978). As explained by Devine (1995), Scottish landowners, and in 

particular the Highland elites, were historically renowned as the most powerful in Europe 

and, at the time of the Highland Clearances, had the authority to displace rural 

communities and dramatically alter the population, and settlement structure, of estate 

communities. This transformation of rural society, through the relocation and subsequent 

expulsion of local communities, was facilitated by the great legal power of the landowner 

(Sutherland, 1968; Bryden and Hart, 2000; Cameron, 2001). Furthermore, the major 

landowners were believed to be in virtual control of Scotland’s economy (Sutherland, 

1968; Caird, 1983). In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, with limited legal, social or 

economic constraints, the relationship between landowner and tenant was on the margins 

of exploitative (Prebble, 1963; Devine, 1995; Bilsborough, 1995; Cameron, 2001). 

Bilsborough describes that: 

 

“The hiring of labour by private landowners would give rise to injustices, whilst the 

landowner, simply though the fact of owning land often through inheritance, would 

become rich without adding one iota to the wealth of the community” (1995: 4). 

 

                                                      
3
 Private landownership may be considered an institution, corresponding with Ostrom’s definition, 

emphasising that: “…an institution can be defined as the set of working rules that are used to determine who 

is eligible to make decisions in some arena, what actions are allowed or constrained, what aggregation rules 

will be used, what procedures must be followed, what information must or must not be provided, and what 

payoffs will be assigned to individuals dependent on their actions” (1990:51). However, the way in which 

land is managed (i.e. land use) is better defined as governance within the institution of ownership. In 

Scotland, landownership may also be considered ‘institutionalised’ in an informal sense, as it is interlinked 

with cultural traditions, social norms and hierarchies (e.g. ‘laird’ and ‘factor’ stereotypes). 
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Similarly, Sutherland dramatically claims that “on their predisposition to tyranny or benign 

despotism the whole welfare of their inferiors depended” (1968: 4). In the same vein, 

Hunter explains that the ‘lot of the crofter’ and the socio-economic conditions of the 

Highlands and Islands in contemporary times is directly attributed to the decisions and 

actions of the landowners (1976, 1991 and 1999 in Satsangi, 2005). 

Although such landed power has led to infamous abuses in the past, it can also be 

credited with many positive developments in Scotland’s history, for example the Lowland 

agricultural revolution in the eighteenth century (Smout, 1997 in Warren, 2002a; Cameron, 

2001). During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, in conjunction with the 

rapid growth of Scotland’s urban centres with industrialisation, Scotland’s agricultural 

economy became highly commercialised and technically sophisticated, beginning with the 

removal of common land and the introduction of enclosure (Sutherland, 1968). These 

developments are attributed to the capital and entrepreneurship injected by the Scottish 

land-owning class (Caird, 1983; Cameron, 2001). Known as the ‘Improvers’, and an 

important factor in the Age of Enlightenment, the powerful private landowners were driven 

by notions of progress, efficiency and improvement (Turnock, 1979; Caird, 1983; Sellar, 

2006). However, ‘improvement’ was not always associated with positive estate 

developments, and was commonly focussed on the exploitation of the estates’ natural 

resources to the financial benefit of landowners. Sutherland (1968) documents the impact 

of the removal of common grazings by ‘far-seeing’ landowners, subsequently undermining 

the rights of local rural communities and forcing them to rely completely on the 

landowning classes for their livelihood. In contrast, the Highland experience mainly 

involved the mass expulsion of rural populations, subsequently resulting in the 

demonisation of the landed classes (Prebble, 1963; Cameron, 2001).  

 

Conversely, rural populations in many lowland regions grew with the development of 

‘planned villages’ and industrial opportunities by ‘comprehensive and imaginative’ 

landowners (Turnock, 1979; Caird, 1983; Bird, 1982). Thus, the social systems in estate 

settlements have been influenced significantly by the decisions of private landowners. 

Their control over the availability of housing, employment opportunities and development 

policy generated power relations where the economic and social status of the laird was 

known by all: “at the top was the Laird, who made it his business to know everyone else’s 

business…and he was everyone’s employer and landlord” (Bird, 1982: 47). Similarly, prior 

to the introduction of feudalism in 15
th

 century: “the power of the chief, from its very 

nature, depended on the good will of the whole tribe”, after this development, the 
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clanspeople “became altogether dependent on the will of the laird, and fell a long way 

below the position which they had occupied before the lands were feudalised” (Bryden and 

Hart, 2000: 110-111). It was only in the 20
th

 century that powers of local taxation and the 

local justice administration were removed from local landowners, followed by post-Second 

World War centralisation of the planning and social welfare system (Bryden and Hart, 

2000). Further discussion of the unique relationship between landowner and ‘estate 

community’ may be found in the following chapter. 

 

Estate employment was until recent decades the major source of job opportunities in rural 

upland Scotland, providing a livelihood for tenant farmers, crofters and cottars, foresters, 

gamekeepers, ghillies and ponymen, housekeepers, cooks and estate maintenance 

employees (see Wigan, 1998; Ward, 2006). A recent study of the community of Tomintoul 

(McMorran, 2009) highlights the continuing importance of estate employment to rural 

community viability. This study, focussing on the community impacts and benefits of 

grouse shooting on privately-owned estates, concluded that grouse shooting made a 

significant positive socio-economic contribution to the local area. This is likely the case 

across many upland communities in reasonable proximity to managed grouse moors: the 

key benefit is the addition of families and community members through the presence of 

gamekeeping employment (Mc Morran, 2009; see also Hunter, 2007). Indeed, Mustin et al. 

(in preparation) establish that larger and highly commercialised sporting estates are 

significant rural employment generators, supporting local economic activity in remote, 

rural and often economically disadvantaged regions (see also Fraser et al., 2012). 

Although there has been a growth of enterprise on Highland estates, a significant 

reduction of estate labour has been evident since before the First World War. The 

variability of estate employment, and its dramatic decline over the past century, is 

attributed to factors including agricultural mechanisation, the size and diversity of land use 

on estates, as well as the nature of ownership and whether the landowner is a permanent 

resident or an absentee. Indeed, despite the assertion that high inward investment is often 

associated with absentee ownership (see Wigan, 1998; Warren, 2009), Armstrong and 

Mather (1983) claim that a much greater decline of estate employment was evident under 

absentee ownership, during the decade of their study. Cramb (2000) asserts that large 

estates of 50,000 acres only employ just a ‘handful’ of people and on extremely low 

wages, justifying this statement by pointing out that estates retained for pleasure would 

surely be run on tight budgets (however this justification is contradicted by Monbiot, 

2012). The level of estate employment predicted by Cramb is further contested by  
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Mc Morran (2009) and Fraser et al. (2012), who suggest that estate employment is 

significant in remote rural areas (however the figures presented by Fraser et al. are also 

challenged by Monbiot, 2012).  

Nonetheless, other commentators highlight that the less commercially-focussed 

sporting sector have minimised estate employment declines, and there has been an increase 

in service and tourism-based employment, for example on well-located estates such as 

Rothiemurchus and Blair Atholl (Grant, 1977 in Armstrong and Mather, 1983; Atholl 

Estates, 2008; Higgins et al., 2002). A tendency to integrate estate enterprises is visible, 

through the process of replacing numerous specialist sector staff with only a few general 

workers, capable of participating with farming, forestry and sporting tasks (Armstrong and 

Mather, 1983; see also Wigan, 1998). However, as McEwen speculated, “being an estate 

factor [manager] is one of the most insecure jobs in any industry: at the mercy of the 

whims of the most unpredictable class of men” (1977: 91). 

  

Furthermore, the private landowner has historically played a pivotal role in providing and 

allocating housing to the estate community. The example of Luss Estate in Argyll, presents 

an insight into the importance of the private landowner in meeting local housing need, 

where “houses were let only to estate employees and their families; widows and 

dependents were never evicted” (Bird, 1982: 48). This housing provision model resulted in 

a stable and cohesive community, although also very insular and resistant to change (Bird, 

1982). Bowler and Lewis (1987) highlight two main landowner types: a minority seeking 

to build settlements in order to grow capital wealth, and a majority to whom the sale of 

development land is a necessity but who strive to maintain the ‘existing social and material 

fabric’ of local villages, with such landowners concerned to alleviate rural housing 

problems (in Satsangi, 2005). Satsangi (2005) expands on and up-dates this typology with 

quantitative data from a large-scale questionnaire of private landowners involved in rural 

housing provision, revealing that the majority of landowner respondents aimed initially to 

cover the costs of rented housing, ideally producing a profit, with support for the local 

community a secondary consideration. Case studies in this research highlight the common 

practice of private landowners letting at below market rent levels to ‘local’ people, and the 

aspiration of landowners to maintain ‘affordable’ rents due to an awareness of tenants’ 

regular dependence on employment that is seasonal, part-time and low-paid (Satsangi, 

2005). Beyond this study, the potential positive role of private landowners in meeting the 

needs of rural communities, in particular through affordable housing provision and 

employment, has been little discussed in the academic literature. 
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Bird believes that private landowner “decisions on land use continue to have a 

significant impact on potential for growth or decline in Scottish rural settlements” (1982: 

55); despite the powers of local and national authorities, private landowners in Scotland are 

considered to be, in effect, the ‘rural planners’ and also ‘planning decision-makers’ 

(MacGregor, 1993; MacGregor and Stockdale, 1994; Bramley et al., 1995 in Satsangi, 

2005). Goodchild and Munton (1985) believe that rural landowners have a potentially 

crucial role in the development process. Thus, as summarised by Benevenuti et al.: 

 

“Policies made by those who control land and other natural resources may be seen 

as the most important element in determining both settlement patterns and social 

development in any rural environment” (1975 in Bird, 1982: 43). 

 

Furthermore, Adams and Kent (1991) recognise that little is known about how private 

landowners involve themselves in the planning process, despite their potential to obtain 

major financial gains or losses from zoning and allocations in this process, a key 

observation reiterated by Home (2009). Shucksmith (and colleagues) highlight the on-

going landowning influence of ‘parochial action’ or ‘political clientism’, the view of local 

representatives that their power derives from selective promotion of the interests of key 

constituents (Shucksmith, 1990a, Shucksmith et al., 1993 and Mintz and Wolf, 1950 in 

Satsangi, 2005). Given the unusually high concentration of private landownership, 

concerns have been raised regarding access to resources and rural socio-economic 

development (Shucksmith and Dargan, 2006; Wightman, 2004a, b), thus questioning the 

balance of power, management practice and ultimately, accountability – the issues and 

implications of which are further considered (McIntosh et al., 1994; Wightman, 1996; 

Wightman, 1999; Chenevix-Trench and Philip, 2001).  

2.6. The Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 and its implications  

The rise of land reform on the political agenda following Scottish devolution is commonly 

explained by the tradition of anti-landlordism in Scottish politics (as mentioned) and a 

‘national guilty conscience’ about the Highlands’ traumatic history (Cameron, 2001). The 

Land Reform (Scotland) Act (henceforth referred to as ‘LRSA’ or ‘the Act’), passed in 

2003, was one of the primary political objectives of the new Scottish Parliament, driven by 

the manifesto promises of the Labour government on its election in 1997, to “initiate a 

study into the system of land ownership and management in Scotland” (LRPG, 1998a; 
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Sellar, 2006; LRPG, 1999 in Bryden and Hart, 2000: 105). The first consultation 

publication of the Labour government’s Land Reform Policy Group (LRPG), entitled 

‘Identifying the Problems’, avoided historical perspectives of land reform in Scotland, 

instead promoting ‘opportunities’ and ‘sustainable approaches’ for individuals, 

communities and the environment (Cameron, 2001): 

 

“Land reform is needed on grounds of fairness, and to secure the public good…the 

evidence indicates that present systems of land ownership and management in rural 

Scotland still serve to inhibit opportunities for local enterprise…the way 

landholdings are owned and managed can have a critical impact upon the land’s 

ability to sustain rural populations” (LRPG, 1998a: 2). 

 

Subsequently, ‘Identifying the Solutions’ recognised that diversity in landownership types 

and land use was the key to encourage the greatest utilisation of rural development 

opportunities, as well as greater community involvement in land management (LRPG, 

1998b). This indicated a substantial reduction of the power of the landowner – a symbolic 

yet significant step that aimed to increase the level of accountability of landowners, and 

potentially increase community ownership and management of land (Bryden and Hart, 

2000; Cameron, 2001). The following stage, ‘Recommendations for Action’, outlined the 

proposed land reform legislation and reinforced the main objective as the removal of ‘land-

based barriers to the sustainable development of rural communities’ (LRPG, 1999: 4; 

Cameron, 2001; Pillai, 2005; Bryden and Geisler, 2007). The LRPG also proposed 

planning mechanisms, community involvement and consulation, as well as codes of ‘good 

practice’ linked to grant-funding (Bryden and Hart, 2000). The concept of ‘community’ 

was central to these proposals, and will be discussed in detail in chapter three (LRPG, 

1999; Cameron, 2001; Bryden and Geisler, 2007). Indeed, Callander believed that the land 

reform process provided: 

  

“…a crucial opportunity to define clearly in contemporary terms the rights and 

responsibilities of private ownership in relationship to the public interest” (1998: 

67). 

 

Crucially, Bryden reiterates that community empowerment was not possible under the pre-

2003 tenure system and the overwhelming dominance of private landownership (1991 in 

Bryden and Hart, 2000: 116).  
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The resulting legislation was split into three sections, and is considered a 

pioneering and controversial law reform for Scotland. The first section grants rights of 

responsible access to the Scottish countryside, the second provides communities a right of 

pre-emption in the purchase of land entering the market, and the third permits crofting 

communities the right to compulsory purchase of land (Sellar, 2006; Munton 2009; 

Warren, 2009). As very many commentators have described and evaluated the different 

sections of this ground-breaking legislation (e.g., Warren, 1999; Cameron, 2001; Lindsays, 

2006; Sellar, 2006; Slee et al., 2008; Pillai, 2010b; MacLeod et al., 2010; Warren and 

McKee, 2011), a lengthy explanation is not required here, but the implications of the 

legislation emerge as key themes throughout the following chapters. Indeed, despite the 

major changes the Act has brought to land management in Scotland, it has been criticised 

as being ‘not radical enough’ to reverse centuries of ‘unfair’ land distribution (Wightman, 

2007; see also Warren, 2009; Hunter, 2012). It may be considered simply a ‘tokenistic 

nod’, given that the inequalities of the current landownership system are considered central 

to wider rural social and economic injustices (Cameron, 2001). As Paterson expresses, “it 

is not easy to find economic or social justifications for very large private landholdings, 

and…the high-priced but untaxed wild land known as sporting estates” (2002: 146). 

 

The Act came into force in November 2004, concurrently with a further ground-breaking 

piece of legislation – the Abolition of Feudal Tenure Etc. (Scotland) Act 2000 (Sellar, 

2006). Unlike the rest of Europe, and indeed England, where feudalism was abolished in 

the 12th century, Scotland remained under this medieval land tenure system until the 21st 

century (Wightman, 1996; Warren, 1999), therefore this legislation was widely considered 

long overdue (Sellar, 2006). The low level of public controversy surrounding the passage 

of this Act does not imply that such law reform was insignificant in the landscape of 

private landownership in Scotland. The abolition of feudalism fundamentally altered the 

power structures of landowner and tenant (formerly superior and vassal), eliminating 

burdens on the tenantry and removing a system that allowed individuals and institutions as 

‘superiors’ to intervene in land ostensibly owned by others (Hunter, 1995; see also 

Callander, 1998). Indeed, Home (2009) reiterates that land reform in Scotland has 

‘empowered communities’ through the abolition of feudal tenure, reducing the level of 

power held by the private landowner.  

Certainly, since the LRSA, the ‘land question’ has become much more community-

orientated (Bryden and Geisler, 2007) with many private landowners conveying anxiety 

regarding community ‘powers’ (Higgins et al., 2002). Several ‘community buy-outs’ have 
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been successful in relieving the so-called ‘oppressive’ behaviour of ‘bad’ landowners, 

stimulating local economic development and greater community cohesion (see McIntosh, 

2001; Skerratt et al., 2011; Callaghan et al., 2011; Mc Morran and Scott, 2013). However, 

as Jim Wallace, then Justice Minister for the Scottish Parliament, is famously quoted, the 

‘good landowners have nothing to fear’ (Scottish Executive, 2000a). Similarly, as the late 

Duke of Buccleuch asserted: ‘there are bad apples in every basket – what is wrong with 

getting rid of them?’ (Deerin, 1999). What constitutes ‘good’ and ‘bad’ in terms of private 

landownership and estate management appears extremely subjective (Warren, 2002a; 

Osborne, 2007). Landowners as individuals are only at fault as a result of ‘human nature’ 

(Cramb, 2000), and ‘good’ or ‘bad’ management is as likely to occur amongst community 

groups and conservation organisations as private landowners (Warren, 2002b). Thus, 

Robertson is critical of the LRSA, stating that, in order to eliminate ‘bad’ landowners, it 

was a ‘sledgehammer to crack a nut’, continuing: 

 

“How much better to have focussed on the good practice, and concentrated on 

sorting out those few areas of bad practice once and for all, with all sectors of those 

involved in land management working together to a common goal” (2006: online). 

 

Nonetheless, Munton (2009) believes that the demand for land reform could become more 

directly focussed on the break-up of the very large private estates in coming years; indeed 

apprehension is reported that were politicians to consider the Act ineffective, they ‘will be 

back to legislate more’ (Maitland, 2009:4). Quinn et al. (2010) also highlight the potential 

negative impact on long-term land management planning –subsequently resulting in 

possible land degradation or under-productivity – of uncertain private property rights. 

Hamilton believes that the crofting community's right-to-buy could limit external 

investment if landowners “live in constant fear of their estate being bought from under 

them” (in Maxwell, 2005: online). Indeed, Watson reports that the absence of crofters on 

Highland estates increases their value and makes them more attractive to potential buyers, 

as a “new owner will have total control over the estate and with no threat to their 

enjoyment” (Gibson in Watson, 2006: online). However these assumptions are generated 

from media stories of recent ‘buy-outs’ (Grant, 2004; Lyons, 2004; Watson, 2006), and 

little academic literature or case law has investigated in detail the impact of land reform on 

the attitudes of private landowners, and their motivations for sustainable estate 

management (see Wagstaff, 2012). 

 



Page | 28 

 

Nevertheless, Home states that the “new tenure forms are making limited impact upon 

land-ownership patterns, but can be expected to grow” (2009: S105), an assertion 

tentatively confirmed by Warren and McKee (2011), who highlight the small-scale impact 

of the Act on private landownership, especially outwith the crofting regions, thus relieving 

the fears and expectations of the private landowning community. Indeed, MacLeod et al. 

(2010) identified barriers for communities to utilise the powers of the Act, including the 

administrative complexity and challenge, the potential to cause negative relations with 

local landowners, and the fact that community registration does not automatically result in 

land sale (see also Braunholtz-Speight, 2011). In only a handful of cases has a community 

body utilised the powers of the Act ‘to the full’ in acquiring land (Warren and McKee, 

2011). However, Hunter (2012) is optimistic that the re-instatement of the Scottish Land 

Fund and the SNP government’s commitment to a review of the LRSA may lead to an 

enhancement of the legislation and its practical value in supporting community 

landownership. The possibility of Scottish independence is also raising the land reform 

debate once more, and arguably old concerns amongst the private landowning community 

(Strutt and Parker, 2012; see also Stewart et al., 2001). 

 

The LRSA sought to alter the balance of power and, rather than addressing management 

practices, it focussed on the ‘ownership’ of land (Chenevix-Trench and Philip, 2001; 

Warren, 2002; Grant, 2004). Landowner attributes, including whether “enlightened or 

exploitative, innovative or blinkered” (Warren, 2002b: 10), have significant implications 

for sustainable estate management, the focus of the following chapter. Furthermore, it may 

be questioned how the Act, and the ongoing land reform campaign, has influenced the 

engagement and involvement of private landowners and land managers in rural community 

initiatives, and vice versa, the opportunities for rural communities to become involved in 

local land management. Instead, it is reported that the Act has the potential to play a key 

role in facilitating landowner-community partnership (Warren and McKee, 2011). The 

major power shift in rural areas and its impact on landowner-community dynamics has, 

however, received little detailed attention. There is a clear need for academic review of this 

fundamental relationship, given the historical influence of private landowners over local 

rural communities and the latest Scottish Government policy focus on ‘community 

empowerment’ (a theme to be covered in chapter three). The following sections will 

consider the concept of ‘stewardship’ and subsequently the role of the private landowner in 

upland Scotland – for ‘good’ or for ‘bad’. 
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2.7. ‘Stewardship’ and the private landownership model  

Despite the argument against the private landownership model, as laid out by land reform 

activists over the past 40 years, an alternative viewpoint recognises the obvious advantages 

of privately-owned land management in upland Scotland, as well as the range of 

opportunities and threats that face estates today. The key strengths of private 

landownership are considered to include a long-term planning perspective, a widely 

discussed ethos of stewardship, and the high level of investment, both personally and 

financially, in particular where an estate is passed down through generations (Bryden and 

Hart, 2000; Warren, 2009). Several decades ago, it was declared that private 

landownership was preferable to State ownership because of the “loving care and personal 

interest shown by the private owner” (Highland Forum, 1968 in McEwen, 1977: 105). It 

appears that a benign paternalistic attitude persists in private landownership (Stewart et al., 

2001; Higgins et al., 2002; Price et al., 2002; Kennedy, 2007; MacMillan et al., 2010). 

Kennedy (2007) believes that, in addition to a love of the countryside, a desire to have an 

influence on how land is managed is a crucial motive for land ownership in Scotland today, 

as well as the opportunity to leave a legacy for future generations – whether in terms of 

conservation or social wellbeing (see also Wagstaff, 2012). This analysis corresponds with 

the motivations and attitudes recorded by MacGregor (1988), where a high percentage of 

private landowners surveyed considered local employment and conservation interests as a 

motivation for ownership. However, Berry limits that motivation, stating that people are 

only driven to “care for land to the extent that their interest in it is direct, dependable, and 

permanent” (Berry, 2002 in Nicholas, 2008: 5). This is a key question given the challenges 

to property rights that may face many private landowners in Scotland. 

 

Private landownership is often assumed to be more ‘holistic’ in its practice of land 

management, in comparison to ownership by NGOs with conservation interests which, for 

example, typically focus on aspects of conservation or environmental sustainability 

(Dwyer and Hodge, 1996; Raven, 1999; Cramb, 2000; Maxwell and Birnie, 2005). This is 

perhaps to be anticipated on inherited estates, where ‘holistic’ land management is driven 

by responsibility for future generations of family ownership and the need to pass on the 

estate business as a ‘going concern’ (see Cobb et al., 1999; Buccleuch, 2005). Indeed, 

private landownership has been described as requiring a ‘personal responsibility and duty 

of care that reaches across the generations’, and often quoted is the need to leave a legacy 

of the land in ‘good heart’ (Scruton, 1999 in Warren, 2002a; Bryden and Hart, 2000). Price 
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et al. (2002) believe that long-established landowning families often convey a sense of 

stewardship and a long-term commitment to their estate communities, therefore private 

landowners may be instrumental in ensuring the sustainable development of local rural 

communities (see also Shucksmith et al., 1996; Kerr, 2004). Nonetheless, Higgins et al. 

(2002; see also Buccleuch, 2005) found that landowners considered themselves 

‘custodians’ of the land, highlighting the ‘pivotal role’ they play as dominant employers in 

the rural economy. Furthermore, Bryden and Hart (2000) describe the view of ‘enlightened 

landowners’ that their stewardship role extends further than responsible land management, 

but to the livelihoods and community dependent on the land as well. This sense of socio-

economic and environmental responsibility is explained by Higgins et al.:  

 

“A strong sense of purpose infuses most owners’ approaches to estate management 

and most appear to take seriously obligations to the wider public, to the local 

community and to the environment. Strong loyalties are felt toward employees, 

family and their peer group and there is a strong identification with an owner’s role 

as a steward of the environment” (2002:15). 

 

Indeed, over twenty years ago, Hulbert (1986) stated that the term ‘ownership’ may be 

considered redundant and should be replaced with ‘stewardship’ to imply the 

responsibilities and obligations – as well as the privileges – of all ‘levels’ of ownership. At 

a ‘Developing the Dialogue’ event in October 2007, held by the Heather Moorland Trust 

and Cairngorms National Park, one delegate commented that, to most private landowners, 

‘sustainability’ equalled ‘stewardship’. In addition, the principles underlying these 

concepts are similarly reflected in landowners’ views on ownership and control, especially 

regarding the ‘greater good’ of the community (Satsangi, 2005). 

However, Newby describes the concept of stewardship as a defence of traditional 

landownership patterns that: 

 

“…attempts to deflect a recognition of the benefits which derive from ownership 

towards an emphasis on altruism and service…The landowner thus regards himself 

(sic) – and wishes to be regarded by others – as merely a caretaker, holding the land 

in trust for the nation before handing it on to the succeeding generation, preferably 

in a better state than when he (sic) received it” (Newby, 1979 in Satsangi, 2005: 

352).  
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Thus, as outlined in the earlier discussion of land reform in Scotland, ‘stewardship’ is 

clearly a common goal of landowners, conservationists and communities, but may be 

considered a rhetorical concept, hindering the analysis of real interests and conflicts, and 

sustaining unequal economic and power relations (Bryden and Hart, 2000; see also Newby 

et al., 1978; Morris, 1989). Furthermore, McIntosh believes that “it is a bit problematic 

when land owner[s]…having been advised by PR consultants…start shifting to using the 

word ‘steward’” (in Nicolas, 2008: 26). The malleability of the stewardship concept is thus 

interlinked with the power of those who define and utilise the term. As Wilding states: “I 

don’t think there is necessarily anything in stewardship itself that points towards a 

democratisation of decision making” (in Nicholas, 2008: 26); this is reinforced by Stewart 

et al. (2001) that ‘caring ownership does not mean sharing ownership’. Indeed, Morris 

refers to Heller’s ‘philosophy’ of social development (1978 in Morris, 1989) and highlights 

the process of power democratisation, as well as the potential to resist and change the 

forces of power. The contemporary community landownership movement is a key Scottish 

example. This potential and actual change is threatening traditional power holders (i.e. 

private landowners), and as Wright explains, the main concern of a private landowner is 

the ‘preservation of traditional social relationships’ (1985: 149 in Morris, 1979: 172).  

Themes of democratisation and empowerment will be further considered in Chapter 3. 

 

Norton-Taylor (1984) is strongly suspicious of the ‘claim’ of land stewardship for future 

generations, believing that the landowner’s true goal is the profit maximisation of every 

acre. In addition, Cannadine believes that, following the decline in land prices, which 

confined private landowners to ‘cultural fringes’, they operated as “self-styled and self-

promoting guardians of what they like to call the national heritage” (1990:639 in Samuel, 

2000; see also Milbourne, 1997). Similarly, Lorimer (2000) asserts that the sportsman 

landowners’ role as ‘noble stewards’ of ‘wilderness’ landscape preservation was successful 

due to their long-standing interest and ‘intuitive knowledge’ of the Highland natural 

environment, but reflected to a greater extent their sporting interests in preserving the 

‘artificial’ landscape that the Clearances and sport shooting had created, whilst potentially 

minimising development. Bryden and Hart (2000) argue that the discourse of landowners’ 

stewardship is ‘paternalistic rather than democratic’ and presumes that the landowner is the 

‘best’ decision-maker on behalf of others, but with a lack of accountability, legitimacy and 

authority (see also Maxwell and Birnie, 2005). Samuel (2000) reiterates the argument that 

landowners’ promote their role as ‘custodians of the land’ in an attempt to legitimise their 

power within society, and are successful due to their cultural significance. Likewise, 
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Stewart et al. (2001) assert that Scottish private landowners utilise tactical discourses of 

power through their expressions of stewardship and as ‘keepers of the land’ in order to 

generate a legitimate identity that maintains ownership of this key asset.  

The promotion of legitimating ideologies by private landowners is considered in-

depth by Morris (1989) and Newby et al. (1978). For example, in her study, Morris (1989) 

identifies the changes to landowning power in the Scottish Borders, according to the 

sources of social power categorised by Mann (1986, in Morris 1989), shifting from 

military, to economic, to political and finally, to ideological; the latter based on the 

promotion of a ‘heritage industry’. As Mann explains, controlling a claim to meaning is a 

key source of power (1986 in Morris, 1989); a contemporary example is the ideological 

power asserted by private landowners through the heritage and stewardship discourse.  

 

However, other commentators believe that it is impossible to generalise the tendencies of 

landownership today, given the increasing diversity of types of landowner, the variety of 

their ‘institutional personalities’ and values, and the need for greater understanding of their 

motivations and investment choices (Warren, 1999; Price et al., 2002; MacMillan et al., 

2010). A central view is that landowners may be considered the products of history, 

enduring through traditional land management regimes, thus “their practices can never be 

analysed adequately as the outcome of conscious endeavour; one in which they can be seen 

to purposefully take on the trappings of a particular lifestyle” (Samuel, 2000: 702). 

However, this assessment is contradicted by Osborne (2007) who believes that, in upland 

management, private landowners must not be disregarded as ‘dinosaurs or bit-players’, 

instead they have a great deal of practical and vested interest in engaging with upland 

issues. Indeed, many private landowners who profess themselves to be ‘custodians’ of the 

countryside do bring in significant external investment through private business and 

sporting lets, which subsequently protects the traditional landscape and supports the local 

rural economy (Warren, 1999; Samuel, 2000; Higgins et al., 2002; Kerr, 2004; Buccleuch, 

2005). Dunnett claims that in “recent Highland history, proprietors have spent more 

development money on their estates than the government”, and have invested in estate 

amenities, to the benefit of and welcomed by the local community, becoming as such the 

“benevolent modern version of the protecting clan chief” (2007: 146).  

 It is thus timely to consider the rights and responsibilities of the private landowner, 

highlighting future prospects and their potential role in sustainable rural development. 

Furthermore, in the light of the shift towards democratisation, this thesis questions whether 

the ideology of stewardship is powerful enough to sustain private landownership in the 
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face of the community landownership movement. It pursues the questioning of Newby et 

al. (1978) regarding whether (and how) the concentration of private landownership (and its 

associated, multi-dimensional, power) is legitimated in today’s post-LRSA era. 

2.8. The types, impacts and roles of contemporary private 

landownership 

As discussed throughout this chapter, the landownership of 21
st
 century Scotland has 

undergone some significant changes from past centuries, with an increasing spectrum of 

ownership types, changing estate management styles and objectives, as well as 

revolutionary legislation. Despite these changes, private landownership remains the 

predominant ownership mechanism, whether by a private individual, company or trust 

(Munton, 2009). The privately-owned estate has arguably not changed significantly since 

its contemporary model was constructed during the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries, as outlined at 

the beginning of this chapter, and as defined by Kerr (2004). Sporting aspects of estate 

management, and thus associated landscape management, remain at the core of most 

estates, despite significant inroads into diversification and the desire to generate 

economically-viable rural businesses; hence, Warren states that “estates are more pleasure 

than business” (2009: 49). Indeed, Smith (1983) identified Highland estate ownership as 

being as much for taxation as for sporting reasons; a critical, yet persistent view of 

ownership motivations that contributes to negative perceptions of private landownership 

and its legitimacy (see Monbiot, 2012).  

Nonetheless, the Strutt and Parker Estates Review (2007 edition) discusses the 

‘madness’ of estate ownership, as well as the types of people purchasing Scottish estates, 

and their reasons for doing so. Two types of typical estate-buyer are again recognised: the 

extremely wealthy, and often foreign, purchaser who wishes to find a high-quality property 

where little capital investment is required; and buyers, mostly British, who are not 

necessarily looking to buy a ‘premium’ estate due to the premium price-tag, but rather one 

that they can improve over a decade, utilising available government grants (Rettie, 2007). 

Undoubtedly, the prestige and romantic ideal of owning a scenic Scottish estate remains a 

significant motivation for purchase, and estates continue to be perceived as an attractive 

location for entertaining friends and business associates, as well as raising a family 

(Cramb, 2000; Kennedy, 2007; Rettie, 2007; MacMillan et al., 2010).  

Most recently, MacMillan et al (2010) have profiled private landownership in 21
st
 

century Scotland, integrating a questionnaire survey of 172 sporting estates, carried out in 
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2001 and 2002 in the Highlands and Islands, with detailed case study interviews. The 

authors concluded that private landowners conformed to a standard set of core values, 

typically corresponding to traditional management aims and objectives (in particular 

regarding sport), with “little enthusiasm for change of any kind as it may undermine a 

comfortable and reassuring status quo” (MacMillan et al., 2010: 39). It may thus be 

inferred that the challenges facing private property rights in Scotland and the questioning 

of legitimacy of estate management for private objectives threaten this comfortable status 

and conformity. The survey data also presents the Highland sporting estate as a ‘relatively 

homogeneous phenomenon’, characterised by: “15-20,000 acres with a hunting lodge; 8.5 

full-time employees; owned by a man of significant but not immense wealth who lives 

elsewhere and owns land elsewhere; managed as a place to enjoy hunting and family 

holidays, [and] costing a 5-figure sum annually to balance the books” (Higgins et al., 

2002:5).  

 

However, from the economic viewpoint, Kerr (2004) concludes that estates in the 21
st
 

century varied greatly according to the owner’s objectives and estate resource 

opportunities. Although utilising a small sample, thus minimising the validity of its 

generalisations (see also the strong critique by Wightman, 2004c), this report categorised 

estates according to size and explored the social, environmental and economic contribution 

made by rural estates in Scotland. Kerr (2004) states that the ‘small’ and ‘medium-sized’ 

estates
4
 studied demonstrated shared objectives of improving economic and aesthetic estate 

value through diversified land-based business such as in-hand farming, property letting and 

commercial business activities, overall directly employing between 5 and 10 people. 

Furthermore, estates in these categories undertook a range of ‘public good’ and community 

activities (Kerr, 2004). ‘Large’ estates displayed a similar profile, but directly employed a 

much greater number of people, and had a much larger property portfolio and greater 

commercial focus.  

Better defined as ‘diversified land-based commercial businesses’, large estates 

depended primarily upon income generated through property and commercial activities, 

whereas small and medium-sized estates focussed primarily on income generated by 

agricultural activities, followed by property letting (Kerr, 2004). Significantly, this 

research found that estate expenditure, within all estate categories, was greatest within a 

25-mile radius of the estate, thus economic multipliers of private landownership may be 

                                                      
4
 Small and medium rural estates are defined as typically less than 5,000 hectares in size and large ‘mixed’ 

rural estate covering at least 10,000 hectares (Kerr, 2004).  
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considered a crucial element of the sustainability of the local rural economy. Indeed, Kerr 

concludes that privately-owned estates play a key role supporting rural businesses as well 

as “the sustainability of their surrounding communities” (2004: 1); however, these findings 

should be considered cautiously given the contention surrounding the contribution of 

absentee and foreign owners outlined in Section 2.4. 

 

Further key studies that provide quantifiable evidence of the role of estates in supporting 

rural community sustainability include the annual survey of landowners undertaken by the 

former Cairngorms Partnership (2000, 2001). In 2000, it was reported that collectively the 

variety of landownership types within the Cairngorms (and those that contributed to the 

45% survey response rate): 

 

“…invested towards £20 million in their businesses in the survey year 1998-99, and 

provided 500 jobs, many of which are in sparsely populated areas and thus critical 

to the maintenance of rural community facilities. About 1,000 houses were 

provided by the landowners, many being let at affordable rents specifically in 

response to local needs” (Cairngorms Partnership, 2000: 1). 

 

Half of the respondents to the subsequent survey reported favouring local need in housing 

allocation (Cairngorms Partnership, 2001). A further 35% of respondent landowners 

claimed to participate in various community initiatives, including ‘access projects, 

community woodland initiatives, open days and other partnership projects involving local 

groups and organisations’, as well as providing other forms of support and financial 

sponsorship. These surveys provide a snapshot of the significance of landowner investment 

in rural areas, and the ‘contingent responsibilities’ of landowners in driving the local 

economy, maintaining the social fabric and conserving the natural heritage of what is now 

a National Park (Cairngorms Partnership, 2001). 

2.9. Chapter summary 

In conclusion, there has been a lack of academic – and independent and objective - 

evaluation of the roles of private landownership in supporting rural communities for two 

decades. Moreover, the potential role of private estates in facilitating sustainable rural 

communities has not been investigated prior to the research reported here. Satsangi (2005) 

hypothesises that ‘stewardship and benign paternalism’ are increasingly being seen as 
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‘anachronistic’, while Lorimer (2000) muses sceptically about the next ‘protean disguise’ 

of the Highland landowner. In addition, there appear to be two main bodies of 

contemporary literature discussing private landownership in Scotland: one body comprises 

grey literature, policy documents and research studies commissioned by the Scottish 

Government, landowning representative groups or associated organisations; the other 

consists of books and articles, often written by land reform activists or journalists. It is an 

opportune time for the work of researchers such as Newby (and colleagues), Armstrong, 

Mather and Bird to be updated, building on the surveys of Kerr (2004) and MacMillan et al 

(2010), and integrating the current discourse of both academic and non-academic sources, 

in the light of recent legislative reform and the ongoing transformations of rural Scotland. 

 

This chapter highlights the historical and current influence of private landownership in 

Scotland, resulting in concerns regarding the distribution and democratisation of the 

benefits of land, and the actual and potential impacts on those who live and work in rural 

communities. This distribution is dependent on the motivations of private landowner – 

very diverse in terms of their characteristics, estate size and management objectives - in 

turn contributing to a variety of institutional personalities and values. Landownership is 

confirmed as a considerable source of legal, economic and cultural power, demonstrated 

through historical events, as well as the dominant discourse of stewardship (cf. Newby et 

al., 1978; Morris, 1989). Private landownership retains significant influence over 

employment and housing provision (and business development) in rural communities (cf. 

Kerr, 2004; Satsangi, 2005).  

Nonetheless, legislative reform has enhanced the potential for community 

empowerment, raising interesting academic and policy implementation questions of the 

impact of this power shift. In particular, this chapter questions how the LRSA and the 

ongoing land reform campaign have influenced private landowner and community 

engagement, and the involvement of communities in land management. The theme of 

community empowerment and landowner accountability, legitimacy and discourse is 

continued in the next literature review chapter, which focusses on external influences on 

private landownership and rural community development, and discusses the contribution of 

the sustainable development paradigm and participatory approaches. 
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Chapter 3. 

 

3.1. Introduction 

In light of the historic development and contemporary changes facing private 

landownership in Scotland (cf. Chapter 2), this chapter seeks to outline the prospects and 

problems for the ‘sustainability’ of upland estates and their associated rural communities. 

The chapter will first address the range of external influences facing private landowners, 

including policy and perceptions, in addition to providing an overview of the current issues 

facing rural communities in Scotland. The paradigm of ‘sustainable development’ is 

presented and considered in the context of the private, upland estate, and the rural 

community; the latter section disentangling the complex concepts of ‘rural’ and 

‘community’ in conjunction with ‘sustainability’. Finally, this chapter will review historic 

and current understandings of private estate and community interactions, in addition to 

theoretical consideration of communication, engagement processes, and the potential for 

partnership-working. 

3.2. External influences on Scottish upland estates 

Privately-owned estates, and the decisions made by private landowners in upland Scotland, 

are dominated and influenced by a wide range of external policies, financial 

considerations, conservation designations and legislation. Cobb et al. (1999) explain that 

land use is defined by a combination of economic considerations, social and political 

factors, as well as the landowner and manager themselves. Furthermore, as Warren states:  

“Local decisions were once dictated mainly by local considerations, but in recent 

decades the spatial scale of management perspectives has rapidly expanded” 

(2002a: 46). 

Currently, the wide range of regulatory requirements and voluntary recommendations 

influencing private landownership and management derives from UK membership of the 

European Union (EU), the UK government, the devolved powers of the Scottish 

Parliament and its associated non-departmental government bodies (often the enforcers of 

EU Directives translated into Scottish legislation). Though Hurley et al. (2002 in Quinn et 

al., 2010) describe the perception that landowners retain ‘exclusive dominion’, in reality 
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both the landowner and government have management rights, and at times conflicting 

objectives. An illustration of the policy requirements facing private landownership is 

presented in Appendix A. 

 

Directives and funding incentives driven by the EU have a great impact on land 

management in Scotland. Post-war policies encouraging intensive farming practices have 

been replaced through reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), currently 

promoting extensification and agri-environmental measures (Dupraz et al., 2011). EU CAP 

funding and Structural Funds have been re-directed to support economic diversification 

and broader rural development (Midgely and Adams, 2006). With major CAP reforms 

again imminent (Meester, 2011), uncertainty felt by landowners and farmers surrounding 

the Single Farm Payment after 2013 is highlighted (Munton, 2009; see also Pack, 2010).  

At the time of writing, the Scottish Government is in the process of allocating an 

EU budget of £1.6 billion through the Scotland Rural Development Programme (SRDP) 

2007 – 2013 to farmers, communities, land managers and landowners (Scottish 

Government, 2012b). As the central source of funding for rural development, the influence 

of the SDRP on land use and management is significant, comprising a range of support 

schemes across farming, forestry, primary processing, diversification, rural enterprise, 

tourism and business development (Scottish Government, 2012b). The programme of 

Rural Development Contracts (amongst other key sections), and Rural Priorities in 

particular, directly impacts estate management and the decisions of private landowners. 

Regional priorities have been agreed by local committees, providing ‘options’ for land-

based industries to achieve specific outcomes, for example planting native woodland 

(Scottish Government, 2012c). Thus, landowners can receive funding for certain tasks that 

have been decided on a regional scale and in line with the strategic objectives of the 

Scotland Government. This integration of ‘bottom up’ and ‘top down’ mechanisms to 

maximise the potential of SRDP funding suggests a valuable strategy in progressing 

sustainability in upland estate management. Indeed, whilst the mid-term review highlights 

varying effectiveness of the programme across its different sections and the ongoing 

complexity of the online system, the SRDP is praised for strengthening rural governance 

through regional-level decision-making bodies (Rural Development Company et al., 2010). 

 

At national and local scales, Scottish estates are subject to the same formalised planning 

policies and restrictions as all of rural Scotland, which impinges on the behaviour of 
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developers and landowners alike (Satsangi, 2005; Pillai, 2010a). The passage of the 

Planning Etc. (Scotland) Act (2006) has enforced a greater level of community 

involvement in planning decisions, through mandatory pre-application consultation and 

‘good neighbour agreements’ between community and developer, as well as an obligation 

on the planning authority to contribute to sustainable development (Anderson Strathern, 

2007). Nonetheless, Spencer concurred that landowners can still “shape the strategic 

options open to planners if they occupy key decision-making positions when fundamental 

planning policies are being formalised” (1997: 91). The land agency Strutt and Parker 

encourages landowning clients to make full use of consultations for local plans to ensure 

that their own individual estate interests are forefront: “if you are not IN it, you cannot 

WIN it” (Lynch and Wright, 2007: 25). However, requirements to engage and involve the 

local community in developments on estate land arguably undermine the historical 

developmental control of the private landowner, whilst providing a key opportunity for 

landowner-community interaction. Such interaction opportunities will be discussed in later 

Section 3.6. Further influences generated by planning policy in Scotland, including Section 

75 agreements, exemption sites, planning gain and affordable housing requirements are 

illustrated in Appendix A.  

 

As landlords of rented housing, commercial space, land and property, and agricultural land, 

private landowners are required to engage with and utilise tenancy and housing legislation, 

(see Appendix A), including the contested and complex Agricultural Holdings Act 

(Scotland) 2003 (see for example, Tenant Farming Forum, 2007). Estate businesses, and by 

default their owners, must also comply with employment and company law, depending on 

the estate ownership structure (see Hutley, 2011, for example), which regulates, and may 

be assumed to formalise, the relationship between the private landowner and estate 

employees, granting certain expectations of both parties. A key point of contention 

amongst private landowners is the level of inheritance and capital gains tax imposed on 

their businesses, during periods of growth, transfer or succession (McMullan, 2006). 

Crucial for this thesis is the perceived negative external influence of such high tax levels 

on the potential for private landowners to develop their estates to the benefit of local and 

wider communities, for example through the provision of affordable rented housing. In 

recent years, Scottish Government funding schemes such as ‘Rural Homes for Rent’, 

which provided grant assistance to private landowners to develop affordable housing, have 

made some positive steps (see Scottish Government, 2009a). However, landowners are 

currently denied business tax relief on property letting (Page and Caton, 2010), and 
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therefore all new properties developed may potentially be taxed on inheritance, which 

apparently does not permit below-market rents to be an economically viable option for 

estate businesses (Bradford, 2008). 

 

Environmental legislation also plays key roles in directing the actions of private 

landowners and estate management. Such legislation is often translated from EU Directives 

(such as the Water Framework, Habitats, or Nitrates Directive) again highlighting the large 

scale of influence on Scottish estate management and individual landowners. For example, 

the Scottish Government has set itself ambitious carbon emission targets in the Climate 

Change (Scotland) Act 2009. This also required a Land Use Strategy for Scotland, 

generating principles for land use and management that contribute to emissions targets. 

Crucially, the Land Use Strategy (LUS: Scottish Government, 2011a), and its subsequent 

Action Plan (Scottish Government, 2011b), are based on a framework of sustainable 

development, and they encourage land managers to implement the ecosystem approach. A 

significant body of literature exists around the definition, characteristics and 

implementation of the ecosystem approach (see for example, Costanza et al., 1997; 

Maltby, 2000 or Daily and Matson, 2008), and the identification and protection of 

ecosystem services (ESS) (most notably in the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005; 

see also Van der Wal et al., 2011), but pertinent for this review is the demand for multiple 

benefits from land use and management, including the provision of public goods and ESS 

by private land.  

Whilst on the one hand this presents opportunities for land management 

profitability, for example through payments for carbon sequestration or storage, on the 

other hand, this may lead to potential conflicts with the objectives of private landowners 

for their land, and generates practical challenges in terms of managing for multiple 

objectives, trade-offs, and the non-excludability of ESS (Prager et al., 2012; Van der Wal 

et al., 2011). It is therefore stressed that landownership mechanisms ‘conducive to 

integrated management’ are required to overcome conflicts (Slee et al., 2009); Sandberg 

(2007) proposes that ‘ecosystem property rights’ are likely to result in institutional change. 

Whilst there has been little research into the implementation of the ESS approach on the 

estate scale, it is likely that challenges may arise in terms of scalar mis-match and 

conflicting objectives across ownership boundaries (see Prager et al., 2012; Warren, 2009).  

At present, uptake and implementation of the principles of the LUS are voluntary 

and ‘encouraged’ for private land management (in contrast to statutory duties placed on 
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public landowners and other bodies). This key policy represents a growing recognition of 

the need for land use that provides multiple benefits, the importance of an ecosystem 

approach, and the protection of ESS (Scottish Government, 2011a). However, due to its 

largely voluntary and high-level nature, representatives of the farming and private 

landowning community considered the initial strategy lacking in practical guidance 

(Whitelaw, 2011). Arguably, this presents problems for traditional private landownership, 

as support for land use and management (for example through the ‘new’ SRDP) may in the 

future be dictated by the level of provision of public goods and protection of ESS (RELU, 

2010). The private landowning community maintain that such a holistic approach is not 

new to private land management, and nor is private inward investment that indirectly 

contributes to the wider public good (see for example Scottish Land & Estates, 2011a; 

Warren, 2009). Nonetheless, ‘payment for ecosystem services’ (PES) is widely under 

consideration, and may be a new funding stream for privately-owned estates that 

incentivises the provision of public goods, and permits the targeting of land managers and 

locations that provide required ESS (RELU, 2010).  

 

Furthermore, whilst there are economic opportunities for landowners within the 

institutional framework, including subsidies and the potential for PES, there are also claims 

that private estate management is negatively affected by the framework’s bureaucratic 

interference, in turn contributing to diminishing private landowning power (Warren, 

2009)
5
. The right of open access provided by the LRSA is considered to have the potential 

to create ‘enduring resentment and conflict’ between private landowners and recreational 

land users, and the loss of privacy through institutional change is asserted by private 

landowners as a significant threat facing their ownership (MacMillan et al., 2010). Indeed, 

Slee et al. (2009) identify conflicts within multifunctional land use, including the ‘free-

riding’ of certain commercial users, for example in tourism and recreation, who take 

advantage of the open access rights. Landowning power is further influenced by the 

Wildlife and Natural Environment (Scotland) Act 2011 (WANE Act) that collates and 

updates much game law and regulatory requirements for upland management, of particular 

relevance to upland, private, sporting estates. A key contested element of the Act was the 

provision of ‘vicarious liability’ on the part of private landowners, in cases of wildlife 

crime on their land committed by estate employees, unless due diligence in preventing 

such crimes is shown by the landowner (see Scottish Land & Estates, 2011b; Scottish 

                                                      
5
 Norton-Taylor, however, notes the apparent hypocrisy of landowners who complain of ‘interference’ by 

bureaucrats from all levels, yet land and agricultural based industries more than most are often dependent on 

bureaucratically-facilitated financial support (1984). 
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Government, 2012d). However, it may also be argued that the continuing political power 

of the private landowning body prevented other radical changes that could have potentially 

impacted negatively on traditional sporting practices, including a proposed ban on snaring 

(see Edwards, 2011; Hogg, 2011). Undoubtedly, the WANE Act and LUS have opened up 

debates regarding private provision of public goods, and the potential impacts on the 

institution of private property. 

 

Private landownership and upland estate management in Scotland are also influenced by 

informal institutional
6
 forces, for example networks and representative bodies or interest 

groups, such as Scottish Land & Estates (formerly the Scottish Rural Property and 

Business Association and the Scottish Estates Business Group). These organisations 

promote a ‘code of good practice’ for their members’ landownership and management (see 

for example Scottish Rural Property and Business Association, 2004; Scottish Estates 

Business Group, 2008; Scottish Land & Estates, 2011c, although it should be noted that 

compliance with these ‘codes of practice’ has not been, as yet, a requirement of 

membership). It has been suggested that landowners are influenced greatly by industry-

derived advice or evidence, peer-group networks and associated ‘peer pressure’, for 

example through membership of collaborative and voluntary Deer Management Groups, or 

the current campaign against raptor persecution (The Scotsman, 2011). This comment may 

be tentatively confirmed by the insight into landowner motivations generated by 

MacMillan et al. (2010), which indicates that economic factors are secondary to personal 

motivations. It may therefore be inferred that the success of financial incentives or 

penalties for land management is dictated by the views of the individual landowner and 

their ‘community of practice’. Nonetheless, relationships between decision-makers in the 

policy arena and interest groups such as the landowning community are crucial (Adams 

and Kent, 1991). Similarly, the chairman of a group representing the interests of upland 

managers calls for “…better integration between the people who live and work in the 

uplands and those…whose role or duties impact on the uplands” (Lindsay, 2011 in 

Scotland’s Moorland Forum, 2011:5). 

 

Political will, and therefore the direction of policy that impacts on estate management, is 

influenced by public opinion. As Bromley explains, land-based property rights have 

become interlinked with “presumptive entitlements in the policy arena”, but these are not 

                                                      
6
 Where ‘informal institution’ refers to the definition promoted by Ostrom (1990: 51), thus informal 

institutions include social norms and normative behaviour. 
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“set in stone” as they are socially and historically created (1991 in Cobb, 1999: 228; see 

also Sandberg, 2007). Furthermore, as Munton states, change from the status quo in 

property rights is the role of society, not landowners (1995 in Cobb, 1999: 228). Evidence 

suggests that public perceptions (and associated social acceptability) of private 

landownership and land management activities are either neutral, through lack of 

knowledge regarding estate management, as illustrated by Fawcett and Costley (2010), or 

negative. It may also be inferred that the persistence of out-dated stereotypes of private 

landownership in newspaper cartoons and television representations illustrates a negative 

view held by the Scottish public at large (Warren, 2009; Cramb, 2011). Furthermore, the 

increasing plurality of new landownership mechanisms, including community 

landownership and its well-documented associated socio-economic and environmental 

benefits for rural Scotland, may reflect negatively on the legitimacy of ownership and 

management by private individuals and enterprises (see for example the apparent 

landowner backlash to the findings of the report by Skerratt (2011) in MacAskill, 2011). 

There is a need for up-to-date and objective academic research into the role of private 

landownership to evaluate the widely-accepted argument that community landownership is 

the ‘holy grail’ (Mc Morran, 2011), and provide research-based evidence as opposed to 

media-driven stereotypes. 

 

Not all formal, and informal, institutional and external forces acting on private 

landownership may be considered negative and undermining of privately-owned estate 

businesses in Scotland. For example, as presented in Appendix A, current government 

incentive schemes in order to meet renewable energy targets may be considered an 

attractive economic opportunity for private landowners; indeed, renewable energy is 

considered by some as the ‘golden egg’ for income generation from upland management 

(Warren, 2009). However, as mentioned previously, landowners engaging in renewable 

energy and other developments must also overcome potential planning constraints. 

Furthermore, the UK and Scottish Governments’ drive to involve private enterprise in 

supporting service provision and public needs, given spending cuts (see Public Service 

Commission, 2011), presents potential further business, economic and social opportunities 

for private landowners, for example through support for the private rented housing sector 

(Scottish Government, 2011c). Similarly, the implementation and success of the ecosystem 

services approach appears dependent on a system of compensation and incentives for those 

who manage and protect these public goods, as mentioned, through PES systems (RELU, 
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2010). Potential opportunities that promote private estate economic sustainability will be 

considered further in Section 3.4. 

 

Overall, this section highlights the extent of bureaucratic influence on Scottish private land 

management, with both positive and negative external forces, including the influence of 

public perceptions, acting on private landownership and management. However, this 

discussion also illustrates the maintenance of a largely voluntary rather than regulatory 

governance framework and retention of a neo-liberal hegemony in the Scottish uplands 

(Shucksmith and Rønningen, 2011). This is in contrast to Home (2009), who suggests that 

government intervention is required to ensure the successful management of land (an 

ultimately limited resource) for social needs. There is increasing recognition of the need 

for accountability in private enterprise (see IISD, 2012, for example) including land 

management. With such crucial demands on land to overcome global challenges, it is 

questionable whether the provision of such public goods should be left to the will of 

private landowners without further regulation or incentivisation. Institutional change, 

including property rights, seems inevitable given societal and global changes such as the 

economic crisis; Shucksmith and Rønningen (2011) highlight the potential for ‘alternative, 

progressive and post-neoliberal’ development in upland regions. However, in light of the 

external forces discussed in this section and as reiterated, there is little academic 

understanding of contemporary private landownership and the potential influence of 

private landownership in sustainable rural development. 

3.3. Current issues and influences on rural communities 

In addition to the external pressures and influences facing upland private estates in 

Scotland, the rural communities who live and work on them are also undergoing significant 

changes and grappling with external forces. As with the estate businesses, these forces 

provide both challenges and opportunities for contemporary rural communities, which 

subsequently represent either opportunities or barriers to sustainable community 

development. Later sections will consider definitions of, and the factors required for, 

sustainable rural communities, and specifically ‘estate communities’. This section seeks to 

outline the current issues and influences, both positive and negative, affecting rural 

communities in 21
st
 century upland Scotland. 
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A crucial global-scale issue impacting on rural communities – as well as estate and other 

businesses – is the current economic crisis and UK-level recession (for an analysis of the 

impact on rural areas, see Revoredo-Giha et al., 2010 and Atterton, 2011). The resulting 

spending cuts are clearly causing financial struggles in public service provision, with 

efficiency drives resulting in the closure of rural schools (despite manifesto commitments 

and legislation by the current SNP administration; see Denholm, 2012), rural transport, 

libraries and post offices (Linklater, 2006; Swinney, 2007), with other rural services such 

as local shops and pubs also facing the threat of closure due to knock-on economic 

hardship (Farmer et al., 2003). The limited delivery of public transport in rural areas is also 

considered a challenge to development and income generation, with increasing fuel costs 

contributing to rising transportation costs. Similarly, the need for commuting, freight 

transport and reliance on tourism means that rural economies are affected by the insecurity 

of supply and costs of non-renewable energy sources (Bryden, 2005). Indeed, in the mid-

1990s, Morris and Robinson (1996) called for rural diversification and a shift from 

dominant issues or incomes, in order to avoid vulnerability. Increasing rural community 

‘strength’ and resilience is an ongoing goal of the Scottish Government today (see for 

example, Hallam, 2012). 

 

A further key issue in many rural communities is an ageing population (with specific 

service needs, including healthcare), compounded by the outmigration of the younger 

members of the population, creating a demographic profile skewed towards those who are 

no longer economically-active (although there are variations in demographic trends 

between accessible rural and remote rural areas; see Thomson, 2010). There appear to be 

several key factors behind youth out-migration, which is a common phenomenon of rural 

areas internationally. The shift to a ‘post-productivist’ era has resulted in significantly 

altered rural economies, including a decline in forestry, fishing and agricultural 

employment opportunities, and employment is increasingly based in the service sector 

(Morris and Robinson, 1996; Ward, 2006). Between 1998 and 2002, agricultural and 

fisheries employment in England declined by 16%, with a similar trend in Scotland (Ward, 

2006). It is perceived that there is a lack of diversity or ‘professional’ job opportunities in 

rural areas and, in line with wider aspirations, young people often leave their childhood 

home to achieve a university education and wider ‘life experience’ through travel (Jones, 

1999; Stockdale, 2006). Furthermore, rural wage levels are generally lower than in urban 

areas (Warren, 2009; Hall and Skerratt, 2010), given the presumed higher cost of living in 
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urban areas (although the opposite may be true, given the reliance on fossil fuels for rural 

‘import and export’; see for example, Gray et al., 2001).  

A second key factor behind youth out-migration is the lack of available affordable 

housing in rural areas. This represents a further complex socio-economic issue, with inter-

connected causes and contributing factors from the global to local scale. Indeed, Monk and 

Ni Luanaigh (2006) believe that Britain’s affordable rural housing shortage, due to rising 

house and land prices, increasing household numbers, and counter-urbanisation by those 

on high incomes, is resulting in communities becoming socially-polarised and losing key 

services, young people, as well as sense of community. As the price of rural land, and 

therefore housing, is influenced by global land markets, it is suggested that the value of a 

square kilometre of the Scottish uplands is influenced to a great extent by the equivalent 

area in central London (Wightman, 2010). Furthermore, Home (2009) emphasises that 

housing supply constraints (resulting partly from ‘current planning thinking’) have 

increased the price of development land which, in turn, produces high prices for new 

housing, and therefore difficulties in meeting affordable housing demand. Due to the recent 

house price ‘bubble’ (up until the economic down-turn in 2008), there has also been a 

tendency for land prices to become inflated with the granting of planning permission for 

house building (Wightman, 2010). 

This pressure is also due to the perceived desirability of property in rural Scotland, 

and trends of counter-urbanisation. Rural Britain has experienced a strong current of urban 

to rural migration since the 1970s, resulting in the recomposition of many rural 

communities (Morris and Robinson, 1996; Stead, 2000; Woods, 2005). So-called 

‘incomers’ are from a variety of backgrounds, age groups, occupations and household 

income levels, although characteristically mobile and middle-class, thus reshaping 

traditional rural communities (Woods, 2005; de Lima, 2010 in Hall and Skerratt, 2010). A 

significant volume of academic thought has gone into considering the cultural, class and 

identity-based drivers to counter-urbanisation and classifications of migrants (for example, 

the work of Phillips (2009), Heley (2010), Halfacree (2007) and Stockdale (2006; 2010)), 

and these migration patterns are significant in rural upland Scotland. The property market 

is commonly affected by this movement to rural areas, where wealthy migrants force up 

property prices, often to the detriment of local people seeking homes (Morris and 

Robinson, 1996; Stockdale 2010). Frequently, inflated house-prices in rural areas affect 

young people and the elderly, who struggle to remain in their home area, close to family 

(Jones, 2001). A similar phenomenon resulting in issues of ‘out-pricing’ is the rise in 
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second home ownership, as evidenced by Bevan and Rhodes (2005) and explored by Rye 

(2011). The former highlight that remote rural Scotland has the highest proportion of 

second home ownership in contrast to all other areas of the country, and that a correlation 

exists between higher levels of second home ownership in communities and lower levels of 

social rented housing; they emphasize that no causal link is implied, but there are 

implications for those who wish to live or remain living in the locality. Rye (2011) 

highlights the generally positive perceptions of second home ownership by rural 

communities in Norway, given the contribution to economic development. 

Similarly, the trend of counter-urbanisation is described as a double-edged sword 

by commentators (Fielding, 1990 in Stockdale et al., 2000). Firstly, in terms of service 

provision and retention of key services, counter-urbanisation has been credited with 

boosting class sizes in threatened rural schools, sustaining local services such as village 

shops, and contributing to village ‘vitality’ and community events. Indeed, professionals 

who live in rural areas often offer skills in accountancy and business acumen that are 

extremely beneficial to local fund-raising and community organizations, thus contributing 

valuable social capital (Shucksmith et al., 1996; Derounian, 1998; Stockdale, 2006). 

However, Stockdale et al. (2000) note that incomers who commute may cause unintended 

and unforeseen pressure on public services, increase local employment competition or 

under-use rural services, which can result in their closure (see also Scott et al., 2007). 

Typically, ‘locals’ favour economic development, whereas incomers attach greater value to 

environmental protection, therefore in-migration results in increasing ‘NIMBYism’ 

(Warren, 2002c; Thomson, 2010). Furthermore, in-migrant activity and involvement in 

community groups is also met by suspicion, with incomers accused of ‘taking over’ 

community activities (Murdoch and Marsden, 1994; Savage et al., 1992 in Stockdale et al., 

2000). Therefore, the frequently discussed ‘incomer-local’ divide may be considered a 

further rural challenge (see for example, Shucksmith et al., 1996).  

 

Many would argue that rural communities are also negatively influenced by their lack of 

ability to ensure security and ‘decide their own destinies’ due to historic and private-

dominated landownership (see for example, Dunnett, 2007). There is a widely held belief 

that people living in rural areas have lost their sense of ‘place’ through disconnection from 

the land, due to diminishing land-based employment and disempowering tenure systems 

(for a comprehensive and forceful critique of the impact of private landownership, see 

Wightman, 2010). The dominance and concentration of private landownership, and the 
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impact of the Highland Clearances, were discussed in the previous chapter. A current 

positive rural influence may be the powers of community land acquisition through the 

LRSA and recent reinstatement of financial support for community land ‘buy-outs’ with 

the Scottish Land Fund (Scottish Government, 2012e), in addition to the anticipated 

powers of community purchase of disused public property within the forthcoming 

Community Empowerment and Renewal Bill (Scottish Government, 2012a). Indeed, 

property ownership by community bodies corresponds with the goals and perceived 

benefits of asset-based community development models, including overcoming uncertainty 

of community enterprise and income, and building confidence in community members 

regarding their potential and skills in development processes (O’Leary et al., 2011; 

Skerratt, 2011). The encouragement of new croft development (Nicolson, 2008) and 

radical reform of crofting governance, as suggested by the Committee of Inquiry on 

Crofting (2008), may also be regarded as pursuing potential community empowerment 

through increasing access to land.  

 

Further positive influences on contemporary rural communities include the impact of 

innovation and technology, increasing accessibility and income opportunities. The so-

called ‘rural revolution’ with increasing broadband internet coverage may not have 

materialised, especially due to limited access to fast connectivity in remote rural areas 

(Hall and Skerratt, 2010), but improvements in communications technology have boosted 

opportunities for businesses to locate in rural areas (Ward, 2006). Rural economies are 

additionally influenced by changes in energy policy and technology, for example the rise in 

renewable energy generation in rural and remote regions, providing significant potential 

for community-generated income from renewable energy. Wind power developments have 

been hailed as providing jobs, improving infrastructure and thus regenerating the local 

economy of many rural areas, where new windfarms are most frequently situated (Hain et 

al., 2005; Hanley and Nevin, 1999). Community income from renewable energy is 

typically derived from developer or landowner ‘community funds’ (a trust set up as a 

condition to planning permission), or from the direct profit generated through ownership of 

the renewable energy development by a community body or company. However, as 

renewable energy is land-based, those who own and control the land have the means to 

fulfil this potential, as argued by MacKenzie, who highlights that “because wind [energy], 

as a commodity, is divisible…it is amenable to community initiative” (2006: 392).  
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Nonetheless, there are several good examples of community action in overcoming 

powerful developer interests and funding challenges in order to establish community-

owned renewable energy (see for example: Isle of Gigha Heritage Trust, 2012 and ‘frost-

free ltd’, 2011). A further positive influence on rural communities may be the many 

community action movements underway in rural and urban communities, seeking more 

sustainable lifestyles. Examples include local food initiatives, community gardening and 

composting schemes, and climate change-focussed projects, such as the Transition Towns 

movement (Brangwyn and Hopkins, 2011). Such community action is supported by the 

Scottish Government through funding schemes such as the Climate Challenge Fund, and 

through the goals of the National Performance Framework (including the intended 

Outcome: ‘We have strong, resilient and supportive communities where people take 

responsibility for their own actions and how they affect others’; Scottish Government 

2012f); further sustainable rural development approaches and practice will be explored 

below. 

 

The literature highlights a discourse of power devolution in rural areas, with increasing 

community participation in land management, in order to overcome issues of disconnection 

and seek to rebuild communities’ sense of place (McIntosh, 2008; Warren, 2009). This has 

implications for sustainability, which will be discussed in Section 3.4, and implies a 

requirement for private landowners to involve communities in decision-making. There is 

also the potential positive role for them to meet the needs of, or act to overcome the 

challenges faced by, contemporary rural communities, not least in terms of providing jobs 

and affordable rented housing. Indeed, Skerratt and Hall (2010) highlight a knowledge gap 

regarding the role of the private rented sector in contributing to housing pressures in rural 

areas. There is little up-to-date academic consideration of this potential role of the 

institution of private landownership. Skerratt (2010) poses the question of ‘institutional 

readiness’ and ‘capacity’ to integrate and act on the wishes of ‘enabled communities’, and 

it may be argued that the capacity of private landownership is similarly little understood. 

Finally, it seems that there is a further potential for collaboration and partnership-working 

between landowners and communities, in order for both estate businesses and community 

bodies to maximise potential opportunities, for example in developing renewable energy. 

The prospects and practicalities of partnership working will be considered in Section 3.6. 
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3.4.  ‘Sustainability’ in estate management 

The concept of ‘sustainable development’ has become a prominent element of changing 

discourses of development and the environment over the past few decades. First proposed 

by the World Commission on the Environment and Development (WCED) in 1987, it 

aimed to reconcile economic growth and development with environmental protection 

(Elliott; 1999; Dresner, 2008). A holistic ‘philosophy’, sustainable development has been 

defined as meeting “the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987:8). Central to the growth of the 

‘sustainable development’ discourse was the report of the WCED
7
, a basis for the 1992 

United Nations Conference on Environment and Development or ‘Rio Earth Summit’ 

(Dresner, 2008). This landmark conference produced ‘Agenda 21’, an action and 

partnership programme for development that is socially, economically and environmentally 

sustainable (Singh and Titi, 1995; Symons, 1997; Baker, 2006). The multi-disciplinary, 

sustainable development paradigm is considered to have three pillars: economic, 

environmental and social (Singh and Titi, 1995; Crofts, 2000); the economic and social 

dimensions were incorporated into the earlier paradigm of environmentalism (O’Riordan, 

1999).  

Subsequent definitions have been varying and numerous, criticised for vagueness 

and lacking the means for practical action (Pezzoli, 1997; Potter, 1997; Symons, 1997; 

Elliott, 1999; Leist and Holland, 2000; Robinson, 2004). Indeed, MacKerron et al (2002) 

condemn ‘sustainability’ as a fashionable term that is politically correct and ambiguous, 

therefore ‘sustainability’ is “in the eye of the beholder” (Campbell, 1994 in MacKerron et 

al., 2002: 69). As Warren (2009) explains, whilst ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable 

development’ are often portrayed as interchangeable concepts, the latter is in fact the 

process required in order to achieve the former. This section provides a brief overview of 

the concept of sustainable development
8
, considers its applicability and importance in the 

context of upland land management, and discusses the opportunities and barriers for estate 

‘sustainability’. 

 

                                                      
7
 This report is also known as the Brundtland report, which spawned the popular definition. 

8
 An in-depth review of the history and development of the sustainable development paradigm is not required 

given the many authors who have comprehensively achieved this (see for example Elliot, 1999; Robinson, 

2004; Williams and Millington, 2004; Baker, 2006; Dresner, 2008, amongst many others). Instead it is 

pertinent to focus on the novel application of this concept in the context of Scottish private estate 

management. 
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The contested meanings of sustainable development exist along a continuum of 

viewpoints, with proponents of ‘weak sustainability’ at one end and ‘strong sustainability’ 

at the other (Williams and Millington, 2004; Baker, 2006). Advocates of weak 

sustainability take an anthropocentric, technocentric, and inherently optimistic viewpoint, 

believing that natural, non-renewable resources or ‘critical capital’ can be substituted by 

man-made, renewable resources, and technological solutions may be sought to problems 

such as resource depletion and pollution (Williams and Millington, 2004; Baker, 2006; 

Sartorius, 2006). Alternatively, strong sustainability requires a reduction in demands on 

natural resources, so that “we adapt ourselves to meet the finitude of nature” (Williams and 

Millington, 2004: 100). Sharing core values with deep ecology, strong sustainability claims 

that nature has intrinsic value, supports inter-species equity and argues that the loss of 

crucial natural capital is irreversible and not substitutable (Leist and Holland, 2000).  

Many believe that central to achieving strong sustainability is the need to change 

human behaviours, avoiding a consumerist culture, and instead seeking decentralisation, 

greater self-sufficiency and less environmentally destructive socio-economic behaviour 

(Schumacher, 1973; Redclift, 1987; Svedin et al., 2001; Williams and Millington, 2004). 

The precautionary principle is also advocated (although controversial, as explained by 

Warren, 2009), in addition to environmental and social justice, participatory democracy 

and empowerment (Singh and Titi, 1995; Mackerron et al., 2002). These latter concepts 

raise challenging questions for private estate ownership and its relationships with rural 

communities (cf. Section 3.6). Although contemporary arguments and policy initiatives 

maintain either weak or strong sustainability principles at their heart, it seems that, in order 

to realistically solve the paradox of sustainable development, the opposing ends of the 

continuum must be brought together (Williams and Millington, 2004). Equally challenging 

is bridging the gap between the rhetoric and fashionable nature of ‘sustainable 

development’, and the actual enforcement of sustainable development policies (Warren, 

2002).  

 

In Scotland, the principle of sustainable development has become a feature of the 

institutional framework influencing land use, including many key policies incorporated in 

Appendix A
9
. In 2005, the Scottish Executive produced a sustainable development 

framework, ‘Choosing our Future’ that promised a range of government actions across the 

spectrum of sustainability programmes, and established sustainability indicators against 

                                                      
9
 A comprehensive summary of the institutional framework surrounding sustainable development in Scotland 

is provided by Dargan (2006). 
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which to measure progress (Scottish Executive, 2005; Scottish Government, 2009b). 

Specific sustainable development ‘principles’ are also found at the UK level, which seek to 

underpin all government policy and activities (see Department for Environment, Food and 

Rural Affairs, 2005). However, the decision of the current coalition government to halt 

funding for the Sustainable Development Commission (SDC), a non-departmental 

government body that provided advice and held government accountable regarding 

sustainable development, may suggest a lack of commitment on the UK scale to this 

fundamental goal (SDC, 2011; Kinver, 2010). As outlined above, one goal of the LRSA 

was to ‘remove land-based barriers to sustainable development’, although as Pillai (2005) 

notes, no final definition of sustainable development nor indicators by which progress may 

be evaluated, were included in the LRSA. In addition, the LUS and accompanying Action 

Plan outline principles that are claimed to be aligned with sustainable development: the 

three ‘Objectives’ of the strategy are based on the three pillars of sustainability (Scottish 

Government, 2011a). This is significant, because it is a departure from the current 

administration’s ‘Single Purpose’ of ‘sustainable economic growth’ (Scottish Government, 

2012g), itself arguably an oxymoron, focussing on only one ‘pillar’ or leg of the 

sustainable development ‘stool’, which by definition challenges its ability to remain stable 

(Warren, 2009)
10

.  

Furthermore, little in the institutional framework of sustainable development 

requires mandatory compliance by private land managers (in contrast to public landowners 

such as the Forestry Commission). Indeed, the LUS can only ‘strongly encourage’ private 

landowners and managers to follow the ‘Principles for Sustainable Land Use’ (Scottish 

Government, 2011). A stronger incentive might be the LRSA: for if it is believed that the 

current system of private landownership maintains ‘land-based barriers’ to sustainable 

development, landowners may be threatened by community buy-out, or increased land 

reform legislation (Maitland, 2009; Warren and McKee, 2011). Nonetheless, the policy 

framework relies on the contribution to sustainable development goals by Scottish land use 

and private estate management that is predominantly determined by individual objectives, 

management practices and understanding of sustainable development.  

 

There is little, if any, academic research on the application of the sustainable development 

concept to upland, private, estate management, and no definitions in the literature of a 

‘sustainable estate’. Nonetheless, it may be argued that the concepts of sustainability and 

                                                      
10

 For a critique of the ‘Single Purpose’, see Friends of the Earth Scotland, Oxfam Scotland and WWF 

Scotland, 2011. 
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land tenure arrangements (and their equitability) are clearly compatible. As Callander 

(1998) describes, both are based on intergenerational concerns of safeguarding natural 

resources, and the fact that sustainability can be measured through indicators, for example, 

provides a sense of direction for new land tenure systems, as well as to the overall purpose 

of land tenure in balancing public and private rights. This review does not afford the 

opportunity to explore the debates around sustainability indicators, though it should be 

noted that Glass (et al., 2010; 2011; 2013b) recently developed a ‘sustainability assessment 

toolkit’ for upland estate management. Nonetheless, there is much discussion of the 

influence of institutional arrangements, including property rights, on sustainable and multi-

functional land use. As Oskam and Feng (2008) argue, private landownership may be 

considered the most conducive institution for sustainable land use, due to the greater 

likelihood of identifying the link between method of ‘control’ and eventual outcome, and 

the ability to incentivize landowners economically in order to improve land values, in turn 

contributing to ‘socially efficient outcomes’ (Milgrom and Roberts, 1992 in Oskam and 

Feng, 2008:299). Indeed, it may be in the best interests of the private landowner to 

promote sustainable land use and management, in order to maintain land capability and 

produce reliable income, and to provide for future generations (see earlier discussion on 

‘stewardship’). From a business perspective, sustainable development is now considered 

crucial to core strategy, due to: 

“Material risks not only to…reputation but also to the bottom line…in an era of 

constrained resources and tighter regulatory requirements, as well as growing 

demand for sustainable products and services, good corporate governance, and 

social responsibility” (Bonini and Görner, 2011: 12). 

However, perceived advantages of private ownership are countered by issues of negative 

externalities produced by individuals’ land use objectives, which therefore may lead to 

social inequity (Oskam and Feng, 2008). Such negative externalities are exemplified 

through problems of moorland degradation due to high levels of grazing by deer and sheep 

(Henton and Crofts, 2000; Warren, 2009).  

 

‘Sustainability’ may be defined as a system or practice that is able to last a long time and 

generate no irreversible changes (MacKerron et al., 2002). Crucially, it is important to 

clarify what is being sustained and the capacity of the land resource (or estate) in the long 

term (Lister-Kaye, 1994). However, as Cobb et al. (1999) emphasise, the fundamental 

question and arguably the root of conflict between anthropocentric and ecocentric 
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sustainable development viewpoints, is ‘who decides’ the criteria for natural capital. The 

key challenge is also to explore sustainable future pathways given the complexity, 

uncertainty and influence of human choice on inter-connected social and environmental 

systems (Swart et al., 2004). Indeed, in addition to a lack of academic understanding and 

definition of ‘sustainability’ in estate management, there is little practical, or scientific, 

guidance available for landowners and managers, largely due to the diversity of 

management objectives and values (as confirmed by Glass et al., 2010; see also Cobb et 

al., 1999 regarding ‘sustainable agriculture’).  

Possible sources of guidance include the non-departmental government bodies 

tasked with implementing the institutional framework outlined in Appendix A
11

, in 

addition to the peer-group networks and representative bodies discussed in the earlier 

subsection (see for example the development of the ‘Wildlife Estates Initiative’, Scottish 

Land & Estates, 2011a; or ‘sustainability recognition’, VisitScotland, 2008). The former 

presents a familiarity with the concept of sustainable development, through discourses of 

holistic management and stewardship, as discussed in Section 2.7, as well as assertions of 

the durability of private landownership and management practices indicating inherent 

sustainability (Osborne, 2007). However, MacKerron et al. (2002) question how long a 

system or practice must last to be called ‘sustainable’, and whether sustainability implies a 

system in static or dynamic equilibrium (see Glass, 2011). Indeed, such private landowning 

views are considered merely justifications for the ongoing ownership and management 

style of a powerful elite; Lorimer describes responses from the former Scottish 

Landowners’ Federation as “defending the rights of their membership…couched within the 

framework of sustainability, the new language of public environmentalism” (2000: 424). 

Crucially, these opposing viewpoints raise issues of whose knowledge and perspective of 

the sustainable development concept is promoted or ’correct’. There is a significant body 

of literature on such ‘contested knowledges’ (e.g. Dinnie et al. (in preparation) and the 

assertions of Osborne (2007) regarding the difference between theory and practice in 

upland management). To summarize, there is a need for greater understanding of the 

difference between sustainability perceptions/definitions held by the farming and land 

management community, and the knowledge of the academic community and government 

agencies (Robinson, 2006), in addition to techniques of successfully integrating these 

varying perspectives (Leist and Holland, 2000).  

 

                                                      
11

 Including for example, the ‘Code of Practice on Deer Management’, produced by Scottish Natural Heritage 

(SNH) (SNH, 2011). 
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From the perspective of the private estate owner, economic sustainability is imperative for 

the retention of asset ownership, as well as ensuring business viability, continuing family 

income, and the employment of estate employees (in line with the landowner objectives 

captured by MacMillan et al., 2010). However, as Crofts asserts: “for all those people who 

think…[it is] all about a ‘sustainable economy’ and a ‘sustainable society’ and not a 

‘sustainable environment’ then I am afraid they have got it wrong” (2000: 15). Given that 

estate income generation is land-based, environmental sustainability and natural resource 

carrying capacity should arguably be a higher priority. As Henton and Crofts explain, 

“society depends on the economy and the economy depends on the global ecosystem” 

(2000: 77). However, in the case of private estate management, it may be argued that social 

sustainability is a prerequisite to economic sustainability, as a labour force is required to 

work the land and generate income. As discussed in the earlier subsection, it was in the 

interest of private landowners during previous centuries to build settlements and arguably 

generate social capital (see Bird, 1982, amongst others). The often-quoted ‘sense of 

responsibility’ may also be deemed a further act by the private landowning community to 

retain legitimacy of their ownership, driven by a need for ‘moral’ accountability. This 

conjecture links well with moral aspects proposed as the ‘highest dimension’ of the 

sustainable development paradigm (Pawlowski, 2008). Similarly, Beatley proposes ethical 

principles for land use, including that private landownership is regarded as a privilege and 

“does not imply an inherent right to use land in whatever way one wishes” (1991: 7). 

Indeed, sustainable development discourse also emphasises the benefit of the 

empowerment and involvement in environmental decision-making of those who may be 

affected; in the case of estate management decisions, this includes the ‘estate’ community. 

While community engagement in estate management will be considered further in a later 

section, the need for ‘sustainability’ in estate management to follow principles of ‘good 

governance’, as described by Sarkissian et al. (2009) should be noted. There is little 

academic insight into processes of community involvement and ‘good governance’ in 

relation to private landownership and estate management. 

 

Finally, it is clear that, to progress sustainable development at the global scale, and 

overcome the ‘wicked’ problems facing society and the natural environment (see Henton 

and Crofts, 2000; Jahn et al., 2012), there is a need for significant behaviour change at all 

scales. Individuals must therefore ‘think global, act local’. Thus, the one central 

opportunity or barrier to ‘sustainability’ in estate management may be the landowner and 

his/her motivations and personal attitudes (Mather, 1999), and whether s/he is aligned with 
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the philosophy, government policy and principles of sustainable development. An 

investigation of landowner objectives in the early 1980s indicated an implicit goal of 

sustainable development (although without an emphasis on environmental sustainability), 

where estate goals involve personal, social, economic and even political aspects 

(Armstrong and Mather, 1983). This argument is reiterated by Elliot (1999) who asserts 

that sustainable development depends on the individual making land use choices; therefore, 

the private landowner holds a significant level of power in terms of achieving policy goals 

for sustainable land management. Reed et al. (2009a) and Osborne (2007) call for policy 

frameworks that empower and encourage land managers to develop ‘sustainable’ 

approaches to upland management. There is therefore a need to understand the definitions 

of sustainable development and estate ‘sustainability’ held by private landowners, in 

conjunction with their underlying objectives, in order to ensure alignment with policy 

goals and the institutional framework. 

3.5. ‘Sustainable rural estate communities’: Analysis of a concept 

in theory and practice 

3.5.1. Why ‘sustainable rural estate communities’?  

Given international recognition of the need for ‘healthy’ or ‘sustainable’ rural 

communities, the concept has received extensive academic and government examination. 

Indeed ‘sustainable communities’ was a key goal to emerge from the Rio Earth Summit: 

“Human beings are at the centre of concerns of sustainability…local communities 

have a vital role in environmental management and development…states should 

recognize and duly support their identity, culture and interest and enable their 

effective participation in the achievement of sustainable development” (UNCED, 

1992 in Raven, 1999:127).   

It is suggested that characteristics of a sustainable community include the availability of 

job opportunities and mixed housing, low crime rates, good public services and green 

spaces, social inclusion, and active public participation (Hirst and McHarry, 2004). In 

2005, the Commission for Rural Communities commissioned a series of ‘think-pieces’ that 

provided several comprehensive definitions of ‘sustainable rural communities’. One stated 

that sustainable rural communities must allow residents to “meet most of their social and 

economic needs within their home settlement” (Shorten, 2005: 21). However, perhaps 
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more importantly, these commentators claim that a singular response, in the form of a 

definition, is a ‘Holy Grail’ and unlikely to exist. Pursuing a single, acceptable definition 

ignores the multi-faceted nature of ‘sustainability’, and the individual characteristics of 

different rural communities (Owen, 2005; Bryden and Bryan, 2005). Additionally, the 

Commission for Rural Communities believes that, within the debates surrounding the 

concept of ‘sustainable rural communities’, the key challenge is “how rural 

communities…can come to an operational definition or agreement about what sustainable 

rural development comprises” (2007: 7). Table 3.5.1 presents the ‘fundamental principles 

governing sustainable communities’ as noted by Barber (1996). Whether these principles 

are compatible with private landownership is a critical question; indeed, the role of private 

landownership in facilitating sustainable rural communities (given a working definition) is 

the central research question for this thesis. 

Table 3.5.1 Fundamental Principles Governing Sustainable Communities (Barber, 1996: 342) 

Fundamental Principles Governing Sustainable Communities (Barber, 1996: 342) 

 Recognition of ecological limits 

 Equity and justice (especially regarding the redistribution of wealth) 

 Pluralism, inclusiveness, and community-based decision-making 

 Decentralisation of power, decision-making, and economic relationships 

 Cooperation, not competition, as the basis of economic, political and social relationships 

 Redefinition of prosperity and the ways in which it is measured 

 Redefinition of work 

 Identification, measurement, and payment of “real costs” 

 

A further fundamental question remains whether urban areas are intrinsically more 

sustainable than rural areas. The planning system considers rural residents ‘strategically 

disobedient’ (Shorten, 2005), thus policies promoting sustainable development arguably 

have limited effect in rural areas. For example, many live in ‘removed’ locations, away 

from main roads and bus routes, and thus dependence on the car is higher in rural areas 

than urban (Gray et al., 2001), forming a key factor of environmental unsustainability due 

to carbon emissions. Nonetheless, the Commission for Rural Communities (2007) believes 

that both rural and urban areas must address the question of becoming more sustainable, 

changing patterns of commuting, rather than simply ‘writing-off’ rural communities, and 

calls for a ‘public sphere’ where discussion can take place about what constitutes 

‘sustainability’, as well as ‘bridging mechanisms’ to effectively involve local communities 

in sustainability policy. Therefore, exploration of: 
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“…the differences between community-specific and national consistently applied, 

perspectives on sustainability, and the potentially valuable connections between 

these two perspectives…might assist with the planning and governing of individual 

rural communities to secure improved sustainability” (Owen, 2005: 1). 

Resolving the key question of how sustainable rural communities are defined and achieved 

is crucial in addressing the problems and patterns of unsustainability that people in rural 

areas face (Cherrett, 2007). Similarly, the diverse and numerous definitions of ‘sustainable 

rural communities’ are further complicated by the contested terms of ‘rural’ and 

‘community’, in addition to the un-explored definition of the ‘estate community’. 

Therefore, this subsection aims to explore current understandings of these core concepts 

and their key factors, as well as providing an insight into the potential role of the private 

landowner in facilitating sustainable rural communities.  

3.5.2. ‘Rural’  

Definitions of what, where, and who are ‘rural’ have been much deliberated in rural studies 

literature, especially given the emergence of the ‘post-productivist’ era (Mather, et al., 

2006; Lowe, 2006). Consequently, ‘rural’ cannot simply be defined as countryside regions 

of agricultural production, and similarly ‘farming’, ‘countryside’ and ‘rural’ are no longer 

synonymous (Lowe, 2006). This follows a shift from functional definitions of the rural to 

more post-modern approaches, and the increasing interdependencies of the ‘rural’ and 

‘urban’ (Ward, 2006; Halfacree, 2007). Indeed, Hoggart (1990) believes that attempts to 

create an all-embracing definition of ‘rural’ are neither ‘desirable nor feasible’, 

complicating inherent differences in rural areas and the problematic ‘rural-urban divide’ 

(see also Scott et al., 2007). Halfacree (1993; see also 2007) continues this academic 

investigation of alternative definitions of the rural, criticising conventional approaches to 

define the rural in either descriptive or socio-cultural circumstances, thus as a ‘distinctive 

type of locality’, proposing instead an understanding of social representations of rurality, 

from both lay and academic discourses: “in an increasingly post-modern era it can be 

argued that such an ‘immaterial’ definition may be assuming dominance over its locality-

based alternative” (1993: 23).  

This notion of the ‘social representation’ of the rural is further advocated by 

Mormont (1987 in Shucksmith, 1994) who argues that ‘we should stop asking where is 

rural’, or indeed who may be classified as rural, but rather investigating what it feels like to 

be rural for different individuals, and what the concept means to them. The key study 
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‘Rural Scotland Today’, details such perceptions, as well as thoughts on rural poverty, 

rural disadvantage and advantage, from people living in lowland and remote rural areas 

(Shucksmith et al., 1996). Such an interpretative approach has implications for research on 

different social groups and power relations in different ‘ruralities’, for example upland 

privately-owned estates (Shucksmith, 1994; Salant, 1994; Cloke, 1997). Furthermore, it 

promotes the incorporation of lay discourses – people’s everyday experiences of, and ideas 

about, the rural - into academic interpretations, now viewed as central to the progression of 

rural studies (Jones, 1995; Cloke, 1997). Thus, as Jones describes, “lay discourses of the 

rural may spread beyond the conceptual and spatial boundaries set by academic 

discourses” (1995: 35). Moreover, establishing the meaning of rural from the ‘bottom-up’ 

complements principles of sustainable development, which advocates endogenous 

mechanisms (Fraser et al., 2006).  

 

Indeed, many ‘rural’ academics would likely oppose classifications of ‘rural’ areas utilised 

by the Scottish Government, categorised by population size and distance from urban 

centres (Scottish Government, 2010a). Crucially, a consideration of the definition of ‘rural’ 

is important in terms of the implementation of effective rural development and in ensuring 

that other specificities, including rural threats and opportunities, are recognised through the 

institutional framework. The ‘new rural paradigm’ promoted by the OECD (2006) calls for 

the development of place-based approaches to rural policy, an alternative to disaggregated 

sectoral mechanisms, to improve the coherence and effectiveness of development policies 

and spending in rural areas. A place-based approach requires ‘stronger local participation 

and wider stakeholder involvement’ (OECD, 2008), so that the increasing engagement of 

rural communities in the decisions that influence them, including land management, is a 

natural assumption. Indeed, Bryden states that “in a rural community, everyone is a 

‘stakeholder’” (1994a: 224), and discourses on rural development view the role of 

communities as crucial, since: 

“…policies that are sensitive to local circumstances will not only be more effective 

in taking the uniqueness of local social structure, economy, environment and 

culture into account, but also…Communities that have a say in the development of 

policies for their locality are much more likely to be enthusiastic about their 

implementation” (Curry, 1993 in Storey, 1999:308). 

This aspect of the ‘new rural paradigm’ reflects a broader trend within academic discourse 

and policy from top-down principles of ‘government’ to bottom-up ‘governance’. Many 
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authors have provided insights into the emergence of rural governance in theory and 

practice (including Goodwin, 1998; Marsden and Murdoch, 1998; MacKinnon, 2002; 

Scott, 2004; and many more, concisely compiled by Shucksmith, 2010). Crucial to this 

thesis is an understanding of the influence of private landowners as rural power-holders 

and governance actors in rural areas, which is an under-studied theme. Callander asserts 

that rural development will “rely on property rights or be confronted by them” (1986: 8; an 

assertion also highlighted by the OECD, 2008). There is also scope to explore the role of 

private landowners in participatory processes and partnership working, core elements of 

rural governance and programmes such as LEADER; these themes will be developed in 

Section 3.6. 

3.5.3. ‘Community’  

‘Community’ has typically fallen into two sets of definitions regarding the geographical 

and territorial notion of the neighbourhood or village, and the ‘relational’, that of the 

strength of human relationships without the need for location (Gusfield 1975 in McMillan 

and Chavis George, 1986). Nonetheless, Newby et al. (1978) notes the significance of 

community as an ideology that refers to a bond uniting those in a particular geographical 

location, whilst ‘community’ may also be interpreted as “both a discursive and material 

phenomenon of social connection and diversity” (Liepins, 2000a: 325). Earlier academic 

discourses regarded community as a relatively stable, homogeneous and detached concept, 

whilst more recent studies have approached it as a post-structural, more complex and often 

‘fluid notion’ (Liepins, 2000a), incorporating symbolic constructions, the influence of 

memory and concepts of ‘belonging’ (Cohen, 1985; Withers, 1996; Skogen and Krange, 

2003; MacKenzie, 2004; McIntosh, 2008). The rural ‘community’ is considered uncertain 

because of increased mobility and out-migration, because people no longer required to 

define themselves locally and the ‘politics of difference’ is increasingly providing 

‘community’ (Bryden, 1994a: 8). Consequently, much academic discourse on community 

and ‘rural communities’ has investigated the concept of ‘otherness’ and social exclusion, 

as well as social class systems and power relations (e.g., Bell, 1994 in Skogen and Krange, 

2003; Pratt, 1996; Seymour et al., 1997; Phillips, 2007; Heley, 2010). Hence, ‘community’ 

may no longer be assumed synonymous with ‘locality’
12

, and villages are not ‘homogenous 

lumps’ (Derounian, 1998): 

                                                      
12

 Although, Newby et al. (1978) consider the uniting concept of ‘localism’ to have replaced ‘community’ 

from the perspective of their research subjects, farmers and farm workers, and to reduce conflict. 
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“…people’s strongest and most fulfilling connections may not necessarily be their 

physical neighbours or neighbourhood, but with communities of interest of 

allegiance – faith, politics, sexuality; ethnicity, culture or recreation – which may 

spread over the whole country or indeed world” (Levett-Therivel, 2005:5). 

Increased personal mobility has generated communities where the separation of work from 

‘place’ threatens ‘sense of community’, and the dominance of commuters challenges the 

economic and social sustainability of the local community (Bryden, 1994a; Bryden, 

1994b). The concept of ‘sense of community’ embraces issues regarding material and 

immaterial perceptions of community and social connections. Its ‘absence is lamented’, 

especially where sense of community leads to enhanced feelings of local identity and 

community spirit, and encourages empowerment in community members and participation 

in local activities, thus contributing to socio-economic community sustainability (Gilchrist, 

2000; Singh and Titi, 1995). 

 

Disparities within communities can disrupt aspirations of local-level sustainability. Often, 

populations of different social structures, economic, and income bands are demarcated 

together within settlement boundaries: Shucksmith et al. report the phenomenon of 

‘communities within the community’ (1996; Derounian, 1998). Such boundaries cannot 

categorize a community, hence the academic shift in definition to ‘post-structural’ 

communities that are unlikely to result in representative community participation, with 

diverse and sometimes conflicting values and resource priorities (Midgley et al., 2005; 

Leach et al., 1997). As Brown explains, “struggles over resources are simultaneously 

struggles over the meanings attached to key categories, such as ‘community’” (2007: 635) 

and community ‘boundaries’ are sites of contestation (Alperson, 2002 in Brown, 2007; 

Leipins, 2000a). Different interpretations of sustainable development are likely within such 

heterogenic communities, impeding the creation of shared objectives and action plans for 

sustainability (Shucksmith, 2010).  

Despite the diversity and fluidity of communities outlined in academic discussion, 

sustainable communities have become a key political issue, appearing as an objective in 

many government policies, in particular those relating to housing and planning. A localism 

agenda is currently promoted by the UK coalition government, although the headline ‘Big 

Society’ concept seems to have lost favour politically (Symons, 2011), perhaps due to 

criticism that it was a smokescreen for public spending cuts (Ransome, 2011). 

Nonetheless, the Scottish Government is focussing on community empowerment, 
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resilience and vibrancy, for example within the National Performance Framework (Scottish 

Government, 2012h) and through support for initiatives such as ‘Speak up for Rural 

Scotland’ and the ‘Scottish Community Empowerment Action Plan’ (Scottish Government, 

2011d; Scottish Government and COSLA, 2009c). Furthermore, as discussed above, the 

passage of the LRSA was a significant step in the Scottish institutional framework, 

enabling community empowerment through asset-based rural development (Shucksmith, 

2010; Skerratt, 2011). Scottish Government support for community asset ownership and 

local priorities set through LEADER indicates a commitment to sustainable rural 

development and community empowerment (Shucksmith, 2010), which may be considered 

detrimental to the power held by private landownership.  

A central concept in this argument, ‘empowerment’ may therefore be considered as 

broadly strengthening principles of inclusiveness, transparency and accountability, 

consistent with notions of democracy and sustainable development (Singh and Titi, 1995). 

The two dominant definitions of ‘empowerment’ are inter-linked with theories of power 

and its genesis. Where power is considered a relational construct, empowerment may 

therefore be defined as the result of delegation or a sharing of authority (Conger and 

Kanungo, 1988, see also Pieterse, 2001). Mohan and Stokke (2000) categorise this as a 

‘neo-liberal’ and ‘top-down’ position, which is instigated by those in authority (the power-

holders) and ultimately does not result in any loss of power on their part. In terms of rural 

community development in upland Scotland, this definition would relate to processes of 

decentralisation through local government, or community consultation in estate 

development planning, where the final decision-making power remains with the private 

landowner. Alternatively, from a post-Marxist perspective, empowerment should be 

enabling (rather than delegatory), leading to the transformation of power structures through 

collective action and individual capacity-building (Conger and Kangungo, 1988; Mohan 

and Stokke, 2000; Barker, 2005). Here, empowerment is a process of ‘self-mobilisation’, 

with individuals and communities “becoming agents of their own development” (Craig and 

Mayo, 1995, in Elliot, 1999:125). This latter definition corresponds with the community 

action and reported outcomes of community land acquisition (see Skerratt, 2011). 

The core components of empowerment from the ‘bottom-up’ described by Tohidi 

and Jabbari (2012) include self-efficacy, self-worth, choice (autonomy) and trust. Closely 

linked to developing self-efficacy is the concept of ‘capacity building’, so that an 

individual or a community generates a sense of ‘self-reliance’, which enables a ‘degree of 

ownership’ over the sustainable development of their locality (Baker, 2006). Capacity 
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building has been dubbed ‘UN jargon’, but emphasises the importance of “creating 

adequate knowledge and institutions, including through education and through the 

development of human resources” (Baker, 2006: 105). A South African participant in 

research undertaken by McEwan states that “…we have to fight for things and make 

improvements. We just need to know how” (2003: 474). Furthermore, it may be argued 

that knowledge generation and the importance of local (versus expert) knowledge are 

central to empowerment, with implications for researchers and practitioners. As Mohan 

and Stokke explain: 

“…the starting point is to reject the assumption that ‘experts’ know 

best…[permitting] development to be locally determined and free from the 

normative biases of ‘non-locals’” (2000:252). 

Bottom-up empowerment processes are described as generating a ‘narrative of 

community’. However, ‘connotations of consensus’ may conceal powerful interests at the 

‘intra-community’ level and cause empowerment of those in the position to manipulate the 

process to their benefit (Mohan and Stokke, 2000). Outwith the scope of this review is the 

framing of the ‘local’ within empowerment discourse, in particular the “the use of ‘the 

local’ in counter-hegemonic collective mobilisation” (Mohan and Stokke, 2000:249; see 

also Pieterse, 2001 for further consideration of the ‘politics of empowerment’), for 

example through the tactical use of the term ‘local’ to retain power or legitimise action by 

those initiating or opposing community developments. This may have important 

consequences in terms of community cohesion. These cautions regarding the potential 

down-sides of empowerment are particularly topical in the light of increasing government 

policy incorporating this complex concept. Several authors highlight the need to be critical 

of empowerment discourse, in particular due to fuzzy language use around such 

development terms (MacAskill, 2004 in Warren, 2009), and the potential to empower local 

elites rather than remove conditions of disempowerment, and for grass-roots ‘over-

confidence’ to lead to misjudgements (Conger and Kanungo, 1988; Ward and Jones, 1999; 

Pieterse, 2001). Indeed, there have been acrimonious debates surrounding the definition of 

‘community’ within the LRSA, with criticisms of the legislation focussed on place-based 

definitions of ‘community’, dividing geographic from functional, with the potential loss of 

critical social capital, in addition to the inclusion of ‘non-crofters’ within definitions of 

crofting communities, generating unease amongst crofters of the role of the wider 

community in land management decisions (see Warren, 1999; Brown, 2007; Bryden and 

Geisler, 2007; Warren, 2009).  
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The lack of clarity and contention surrounding these definitions similarly arises 

though a consideration of the contemporary ‘upland rural estate community’. Historically, 

this may have arguably been more easily recognised as a ‘bounded’ community, based on 

direct estate employment and housing provision (e.g. Bird, 1982), or within planned ‘estate 

villages’ (see Satsangi, 2005). However, despite the changes to rural communities, and the 

external influences facing private landownership and estate management in upland 

Scotland, there has been little contemporary exploration of who or what constitutes the 

‘estate community’, though Skogen and Krange highlight “community as perceived 

collectivity” (2003: 311) as a key research issue. Vernacular understandings of the ‘estate 

community’ are presented by several non-academic writers: extracts from their 

descriptions may be found in Appendix B, and provide a valuable insight into popular and 

practical definitions (in addition to thoughts on the ‘laird’). With increasing in-migration to 

rural areas and diminished estate employment in comparison to previous centuries, it may 

be questioned to what extent those who live and work on upland estates have formal or 

informal links to the estate or landowner, or whether they would consider themselves 

members of the ‘estate community’. Further, this questions whether eligibility to undertake 

community action with the powers of the LRSA is aligned with social constructions of 

‘community’ on upland estates. Wightman reflects on this question: 

“[Are the new rights for] those who live and/or work on the land…or should they 

be aimed at wider communities of geography and interest?’ The best reported cases 

of community purchases of estates, Eigg and Knoydart, would have been unable to 

take advantage of them because of the [then proposed] narrow definition of 

community…” (in Paterson, 2002: 151). 

Frequently, during community buy-outs such as those on Eigg and South Uist, large 

proportions of the community group driving the land purchase are ‘incomers’ rather than 

‘born-and-bred’ islanders. For example, Alistair McIntosh (2001), was a founding member 

of the Eigg Heritage Trust (the registered community body), despite the fact that he was 

originally from Lewis. Whilst not part of the geographical community, he may instead be 

considered a member of the ‘island community’, thus sharing many of the struggles and 

opportunities of island living. Similarly, Warren (1999) points out that some resident 

landowners may consider themselves community members, and not separate from 

communities, despite the obvious differential of landowning power.  
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Understanding the constitution of the ‘estate community’ is of central importance 

to the question of landowner-community interaction and community engagement in estate 

management, as well as for working towards a definition of ‘sustainable rural estate 

community’. A tentative and working response to the key question of ‘who is to be 

included in sustainable communities?’ (Barber, 1996) is that the estate community may 

correspond to all those who could be considered to have a stake in the ‘estate’ as a social, 

economic and environmental entity, or may be influenced by landowner and estate 

management decision-making (see for example, Warren, 1999; Reed, 2008). Further 

discussion of estate community or ‘stakeholder’ identification and landowner-community 

engagement is the focus of the following subsection.  

3.6. Interactions, engagement and partnership 

A common theme throughout this literature review has been changing rural space, 

therefore influencing social relations within rural communities, and with institutions such 

as private landownership. While the interactions and relationships between private 

landowners and estate communities are dynamic and complicated, comprising a balance of 

personal, political, economic and social factors, there has been little contemporary 

academic analysis of these processes
13

. As mentioned, in the Scottish upland context there 

has been little academic investigation of the influence of the LRSA on relationships 

between the private landowner and estate community (see Warren and McKee, 2011). This 

final section seeks to revisit historic descriptions of landowner-community interactions and 

explore more recent understandings. Furthermore, given the call for the rural communities 

directly influenced by land use and management decision-making to be more involved in 

these processes, within a broader shift from government to governance in rural policy (see 

Goodwin, 1998; Scott, 2004; Shucksmith, 2010, for example), an overview of the 

extensive discourse on public participation is discussed, as well as the shift to an era of 

‘post-participation’ (see Reed, 2008). Finally, the prospects and problems of community 

engagement processes and partnership approaches are considered in the context of private 

landownership and the rural upland estate community.  

  

                                                      
13

 Newby et al. (1978) provide a detailed investigation into the relationships between large-scale farmers and 

their employees and local communities in East Anglia, which provides vital insights into ‘property 

relationships’; this has been little updated or explored in the context of Scottish private landownership. 
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3.6.1. Private landowner and community interactions: historic and 

contemporary evidence 

Whilst there is little documented regarding contemporary landowner/estate-community 

interactions, the opportunity arises to reflect on historical descriptions (cf. Section 2.5). 

Scottish history frequently illustrates a divide between the landed classes and their 

tenantry. Patrick Sellar, for example, factor for the Duke and Duchess of Sutherland and 

infamous for his brutal evictions during the Highland Clearances, apparently perceived the 

communities of crofters and cottars as seemingly primitive ‘sub-human’ inferiors (Prebble, 

1963; Hunter, 2007). During this period, the Duke of Argyll stated that: “I wish to send out 

those whom we would be obliged to feed if they stayed at home – to get rid of this class is 

the object” (in Devine, 1995: 175, original emphasis; see also Sellar, 2006). This divided 

relationship is countered however, by Caird’s description of the landowner ‘improvers’
14

 

of the 18
th

 Century:  

“The first generation of improvers…took a detailed interest in all aspects of 

development, and though many of them…were not permanent residents on their 

lands, their letters to factors and other employees reveal their deep involvement” 

(1983: 131). 

Similarly, the interconnection of relationships on the local scale and within everyday life is 

captured by Fergusson: 

“Between the Laird and his tenant…there remained a kinship of feeling, a 

realisation of common interest, a sense of loyalty to the soil on which and from 

which both of them lived” (1949:15 in Morris, 1989: 37). 

More recent accounts of the relationships between private landowners and estate 

communities tend to be dominated by descriptions of the driving forces behind community 

buy-outs (see McIntosh et al, 1994; McIntosh, 2001; Lyons, 2004; Grant, 2004). In 

addition, ‘community involvement’ is at times perceived to be one of many hindrances to 

the private landowner’s plans, for example:  

  

                                                      
14

 However, the ‘improvers’ were predominantly lowland landowners, rather than upland or ‘Highland’ 

(Caird, 1983). 
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“…not only do we need to turn a profit, we are in thrall to various restrictions on 

what we can and cannot do. Designations, cross-compliance, planning controls, 

environmental concerns and community involvement to name a few…” (Dingwall-

Fordyce, 1999: online). 

 

‘Rural Scotland Today’ gives an insight into the interactions between private landowners 

and rural communities, concluding that landowners should instigate greater community 

involvement, and continuing that:  

“…the estate owners, because of the land they own and the power that they have 

locally, could do more to benefit the community, for instance in terms of 

development” (Shucksmith et al., 1996: 293). 

Similarly, the recent ‘Uplands Solutions’ report produced by Scotland’s Moorland Forum 

(2011) highlighted a lack of integration between the aspirations of landowners, land 

managers and community members as a barrier to progress and showed, for one upland 

case study community, that no links exist between the wide range of community groups 

and those who manage the surrounding land (Scotland’s Moorland Forum, 2011). 

However, providing a positive view of landowner-community interactions, Kerr (2004) 

describes estate owners who, through effective tenant-estate communication, provide 

assistance to tenant farmers in preparing coordinated agri-environment scheme agreements. 

Mc Morran (2009) also highlights the potential benefit of increasing communication 

between private estates, gamekeepers and local communities in addressing concerns 

regarding upland management and sport shooting. An under-researched area are the 

community involvement opportunities and activities of different landowner types, in 

particular that of absentee owners, where physical distance from the community may 

inhibit interaction and communication. Indeed, during their research in the 1970s, Newby 

et al. (1978) found that frequent, personal and pervasive interaction was crucial for 

creating partnerships between farmers and communities, and that ‘good relations’ were the 

result of ‘good communications’. The key theme of communication is considered later in 

this chapter. 

3.6.2. Power and participation 

Insights from sociological research suggest that interactions and ‘communicative 

interactivity’ form the basis for human relationships, that human agency is enacted through 

interactions, and that they can create social capital (Falk and Kilpatrick, 2000). Social 
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capital may be defined as “the structure of relations between actors and among actors that 

facilitates productive activity…a structure in which others may be contacted, obligations 

and expectations can be safely formed, information can be shared and sanctions can be 

applied” (Coleman, 1988 in Shucksmith, 2000: 210), or, as Putnam explains, “features of 

social organisation, such as trust, norms, and networks, that can improve the efficiency of 

society by facilitating coordinated actions” (1993: 167; see also Barker, 2005). Interactions 

that foster trust and reciprocity are considered to enhance social capital, including its ‘sub-

branches’ of ‘bonding’, ‘bridging’ and ‘linking capital’
15

 (SCDC, 2011). As Patel et al. 

(2007) explain, interactions also provide opportunities for positive negotiation, the quest 

for understanding, and the shift of power and influence. Understanding micro-level 

interactions and processes of exchange provides insight into the power relations that 

permeate such spaces of interaction, and the potential for individual and community 

empowerment (Jupp, 2008). It may therefore be inferred that private landownership has an 

influence on the generation of trust and, in turn, social capital, including the potential to 

deplete it through changes to land management that cause fragmentation in interaction, and 

perhaps inherently through power differentials between landowner and community as a 

result of asset ownership (see Kemp-Benedict, 2011; see also Newby et al., 1978). Indeed, 

North (1990 in High et al., 2005) asserts that institutions are not automatically in line with 

the ‘public good’, especially where shaped by power-holders whose interests are in 

maintaining self-serving institutional regimes. 

 

Such argumentation - that the self-reinforcing nature of the institution of private 

landownership in Scotland did not best meet the needs of the wider society - led the LRPG 

to radical land reform proposals, as outlined in the previous chapter – in particular, to 

increase ‘community involvement in the way the land is owned and used’ (LRPG, 1999:4; 

cf. Section 2.6). Given this objective, it is perhaps necessary to consider the practical 

approaches and techniques required for effective community involvement; therefore this 

section turns to an overview of the extensive discourse on public participation. The growth 

of ‘participatory democracy’ is linked to discourses of sustainable development, as 

discussed above, and challenges conventional political representation and accountability. 

These social demands have been mirrored by policy drivers, most notably the Aarhus 

Convention (1998) that ensures public participation in environmental decision-making is a 

                                                      
15

 ‘Bonding capital’ may be defined as strong supportive ties generated within a group of similar people at 

the local level; ‘bridging capital’ therefore connects people across groups, generating mobile vertical 

networks. Finally, ‘linking capital’ refers to that created through connecting those with similar ideals, but 

with different levels of power or social grouping (SCDC, 2011; Sharp, 2004).  
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statutory right (Richards et al., 2004); public participation is enshrined in policy at both 

national and local level, for example in the Planning Etc. (Scotland) Act 2006 that requires 

pre-application consultation with affected parties. Rowe and Frewer provide a definition 

pertinent for the consideration of participatory processes in the context of private estate 

ownership: 

“…the practice of involving members of the public in the agenda-setting, decision-

making, and policy-forming activities of organisations” (2005: 253). 

The level and type of participation, and therefore the extent of involvement in the decision-

making process are critical issues that rely on the context, outcome and the power relations 

between participators and those facilitating the process (Sarkissian et al., 2009; Richards et 

al., 2004). Arnstein’s well-known ‘ladder of participation’ illustrates the possible levels of 

participation (1969; see Figure 3.6.1); however, this hierarchical conception has been 

criticised for implying that higher levels are more desirable in achieving a successful 

process (see Richards et al., 2004; Reed, 2008; Sarkissian et al., 2009). Others categorise 

participatory processes by their purpose: ‘consultative’, ‘functional’ or ‘empowering’ 

(Farrington 1998 in Reed, 2008, see also framework presented by Stirling, 2006).  

Crucially, the participatory mechanism utilised must be legitimate in the particular 

context; an illustration of the plethora of such mechanisms is presented in Box 3.6.1. Rowe 

and Frewer (2005) highlight the influence of ‘between mechanism variables’ on 

effectiveness and process success – in plain English, these variables include participant 

selection and representation, facilitation of process (information input and output) as well 

as interpretation, knowledge exchange, and the overall influence of the process on the 

decision or policy. Richards et al. (2004) would add that personalities may influence 

different participatory processes, a key factor in the context of private landownership given 

the influence of individuals in policy implementation as discussed throughout this chapter. 

As Mather notes:  

“The role of individual or group proponents or opponents may be very influential, 

especially if they are possessed of prestige or forceful personalities” (1983: 224).  



Page | 70 

 

 

Figure 3.6.1 The eight-rung ‘ladder of citizen participation’ after Arnstein (1969) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Furthermore, Carter and Kenyon (2006) highlight the critical factors of successful 

participatory processes including skills, time and resources, in addition to the challenging 

concepts of transparency, accountability and representation. Other writers emphasise the 

importance of fairness, equity, responsibility, co-operation, honesty, trust, ethics and 

Box 3.6.1 An illustrative list of types of participatory mechanisms 

(after Richards et al., 2004; Rowe and Frewer, 2005; Pound, 2012) 

 Action planning workshop   

 Citizens’ jury 

 Focus group 

 Consensus conference 

 Planning for Real 

 In-depth citizen groups/steering group 

 Deliberative opinion poll 

 Negotiated rulemaking 

 Planning cell 

 Task force/action groups 

 Public meeting (with/without voting) 

 Special theme/open days 
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pragmatism (Rowe and Frewer, 2005; Richards et al., 2004; Reed, 2008; Sarkissian et al., 

2009; Pound, 2012). Yet despite significant research and experience-based evidence, many 

challenges facing participatory processes remain, including issues around managing 

participant expectations, and the constraints of ‘non-negotiables,’ or where genuine 

participation in the decision-making process is not an option (Richards et al., 2004). In 

addition, public participation approaches are criticised as “often ill-considered, ad hoc and 

miss[ing] windows of opportunity to actually inform policy development” (Carter and 

Kenyon, 2006: 1). Where frequent, repetitive and uncoordinated participatory processes 

request time and input with little apparent ‘output’ and influence, consultation fatigue is 

also commonly reported as de-motivating participants (Reed, 2008). Issues of social 

exclusion and ability to participate can further inhibit the success of such processes 

(Lowndes et al., 2001; Richards et al., 2004). 

Consequently, there is significant debate around the use of participatory processes 

and the potential for such processes to empower only those in the ‘driving seat’, 

legitimising their interests and the status quo (Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Richards et al., 

2004). Indeed, several authors have critiqued participatory initiatives through the lens of 

power. For example, it is claimed that “participation in…official programmes essentially 

functions to ‘incorporate’ rather than empower participants, and to shape subjectivities in 

line with [official] discourses” (Foucault, 1980, 1989 in Jupp, 2008: 332; see also Dandy et 

al., revised submission). This is a critical question in the context of private landowners 

facilitating community participation in estate management, given the superior decision-

making power of the property-rights holder.  

 

Further to this overview of participation, it must be noted that greater emphasis is 

increasingly placed on ‘community engagement’ by practitioners and academics, in an era 

of ‘post participation’, building on lessons of best practice and developing contemporary 

‘participatory governance’ (see Reed, 2008; Sarkissian et al., 2009; SCDC, 2011). The 

term ‘engagement’ is believed to better represent the different levels of participatory 

processes and information flows, in particular reflecting the higher ‘rungs’ of Arnstein’s 

ladder (SCDC, 2011). Whilst community engagement is supported at the government level 

with guidance provided in the ‘National Standards’ (Communities Scotland, 2009), there is 

recognition on all levels that the paradigm of participatory governance and community 

engagement is placing new demands on governing institutions (Dovers, 2005 in Lockwood 

et al., 2010). In terms of private landownership, however, it may be questioned why this 
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institution should be required to facilitate community engagement in decision-making 

processes relating to their private property. This question is central to the aims of this 

thesis. 

On one hand, community engagement processes should lead to community 

empowerment in decision-making (Carr and Halvorsen, 2001). Therefore as Ninian 

Stewart, owner of Falkland Estate (in Nicholas) explains: “some landowners would feel 

threatened…because what we are doing is about losing control. I think it is risky” (2008: 

27; original emphasis). Furthermore, incorporating a wider range of viewpoints into a 

decision-making or development process takes time and can therefore slow progress, and 

will likely result in costs (through facilitation of processes or loss of potential income with 

delayed development) for the estate business. Given the low profitability of estate 

businesses (Kerr, 2004; MacMillan et al., 2010), the cost of community engagement may 

also be a de-motivating factor.  

On the other hand, given the challenges facing private landownership - including 

the apparent threats to private property with the LRSA and negative public perceptions - 

the establishment of community engagement and participatory processes may align with 

‘instrumental imperatives’ (Stirling, 2006). Therefore, participation is an “important way 

to sustain or restore public credibility” (Stirling, 2006: 96). The literature on participatory 

governance further highlights other potential benefits to private landowners instigating 

community engagement processes. These benefits include better decision-making due to 

the inclusion of a wider range of perspectives and expertise, including local knowledge 

(Reed, 2008; Irvine et al., 2009), and increasing the potential for innovation (Brandenburg 

et al., 1995 in Carr and Halvorsen, 2001), as well as greater support for land management 

practices and estate developments through increased public understanding and ‘social 

learning’ (learning through social interactions – see Reed et al., 2010). As participatory 

governance is considered to help define the ‘public good’ (Carr and Halvorsen, 2001), such 

processes may also support land managers in complying with, and being supported by, the 

current legislative framework, including the LUS
16

. Similarly, such participatory processes 

have been found to be effective in providing support for the implementation of policy, or, 

in this context, estate management practices, and to reduce the potential for conflict 

(Warren, 2009; Dandy et al., revised submission).  

                                                      
16

 However, the caveat to this potential is the evidence that on the local scale, economic development is 

commonly favoured over environmental protection, whilst the national scale perception of ‘public good’ may 

contradict these local views (see Carr and Halvorsen, 2001; Warren, 2009). 
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Furthermore, community engagement and participatory processes are renowned for 

building trusting and respectful relationships (Richards et al., 2004; Sarkissian et al., 2009; 

Walker et al., 2010). There are also financial and time-saving benefits, as “relations of trust 

lubricate cooperation…Instead of having to invest in monitoring others, individuals are 

able to trust them to act as expected” (Pretty, 2003 in Dandy et al., revised submission: 5). 

Indeed, trust, as a product of social capital, is itself an “outcome of repeated interactions, 

of credible…institutions, of reputations” (Lehtonen, 2004: 204). This statement raises 

fundamental questions around the frequency of landowner-community interactions, the 

legitimacy of the institution of private landownership, and the current influence of its 

public perception and reputation on levels of trust between estates and communities. By 

reducing uncertainty between the wishes and intentions of the private landowner and 

community through engagement, the drivers for community buy-out may also be reduced 

(see for example the conclusions of Warren and McKee, 2011). However the role of estate-

community engagement as a factor influencing the likelihood of communities seeking to 

‘buy out’ has been little explored.  

3.6.3. Partnership approaches 

Closely aligned with the rationale for, and principles of, participatory decision-making and 

community engagement is the increasing focus by practitioners, academics and policy 

makers on a partnership approach, defined by Slee and Snowdon as involving “formal or 

informal arrangements for working together towards a common purpose” (1997: 1). 

Partnerships are considered a key factor for ‘bottom up’ rural development (SEERAD, 

2000 in Warren, 2009; Shortall and Shucksmith, 2001; OECD, 2008). The concept of 

partnership has long been central to the LEADER rural development programme (Black 

and Conway, 1996), with Scottish policy makers supporting ‘local rural partnerships’ and 

‘community planning partnerships’ (Scottish Executive, 2007). In the context of private 

landownership in Scotland, partnership initiatives have proven successful in terms of 

promoting local economic development and capacity building (e.g., the Rothiemurchus 

Partnership (Scottish Executive, 2000b) and ‘Communities on the Edge’ (COTE, 2008)). 

Within ‘traditional’ estate management, partnership approaches may be found in the form 

of commercial and residential tenancies, contractor agreements, or collaboration within 

deer management groups, liaison groups or with national park authorities (Kerr, 2004; 

Barker and Stockdale, 2008; Mc Morran and Scott, 2013; Dandy et al., revised 

submission). Warren and McKee (2011) also highlight the participation of private 

landowners in novel partnerships, for example joint ownership schemes of crofting land, 
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considered an outcome of the threat to private ownership with the LRSA. The extensive 

literature on the partnership ‘ideal’, reviewed comprehensively by Scott (2012), shows that 

the key motivation for establishing a partnership is that the ‘whole is greater than the sum 

of the parts’, and that mutual benefit is gained by the investment of all partners (see Slee et 

al., 2009), in order to achieve a desired outcome, manage change, and promote sustainable 

development (Barker, 2005; Scott, 2012). 

Similar to the noted advantages of participation and community engagement, a 

partnership approach provides resources for a common goal (including mutual learning, 

knowledge and financial support), effectiveness and efficiency with coordination, 

improved communication, legitimacy in decision-making, trust, and conflict avoidance 

(McQuaid, 2000; Warren, 2009; Scott, 2012). A key point in the context of private 

landownership, and reiterated as a rationale for such approaches, is the potential for 

partnerships to create positive external perceptions and break down stereotypical views of 

the partners involved (McQuaid, 2000). Through estate, community and wider agency 

partnerships, the activities of private landowners and their potential positive role in 

sustainable rural development may be more widely recognised (see Warren, 2009; 

Cohrane, 2011). Furthermore, regarding the potential for identifying and achieving 

common goals, the partnership approach may help to overcome “a discordance in the 

aspirations and objectives of the…landowner and the people living in the locality” 

(Mather, 1999: 2). 

 

However, beyond the constraints and barriers detailed above in terms of community 

engagement, partnership approaches are also limited due to resource costs; lack of 

accountability, capacity, specialist knowledge, and clear goals; and the existence of 

‘hidden agendas’ held by partners (McQuaid, 2000; Warren, 2009; Scott, 2012). Critiques 

of partnership theory explain that the most powerful players in a partnership may define 

the representation of other partners and manipulate their participation or usurp the 

operation of the partnership to best meet their interests (Newby et al., 1978; Shucksmith, 

2000; McQuaid, 2000; Edwards et al., 2001; Warren, 2009; Scott, 2012). The legitimacy 

of such partnerships is thus threatened by the exclusion of key interests and a lack of 

integration and communication with existing governance structures (Shortall and 

Shucksmith, 2001). Slee and Snowdon (1997) highlight the need to clearly define the roles 

and responsibilities of each partner to avoid domination by powerful interests. Similarly, 

genuine partnership working implies the sharing of power and responsibility (Slee and 
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Snowdon, 1997; Richards et al., 2004), therefore a trade-off is anticipated on the part of 

private landownership participating in or instigating partnership structures. It is probable 

that the landowner must revoke complete decision-making control, in order to gain the 

potential benefits as outlined, including arguably fundamental mutually-beneficial estate-

community interactions. As COTE asserts: 

“The need for positive relationships to exist is now paramount and the nature of 

these relationships will be very different from those which existed in the past – this 

is not about benevolence. There must be mutual gain from schemes in order to 

secure genuine buy in” (2008: 9). 

In conclusion, there is a need to explore the potential for genuine partnership working 

between private landowners and estate communities. In turn, this exploration will (i) 

provide an evaluation of such processes and increase understanding of their development, 

and (ii), facilitate an evaluation of the contribution of these partnerships and estate-

community interactions to sustainable rural development (see Shucksmith, 2000; Carr and 

Halvorsen, 2001; Moseley, 2003; Kerr, 2004; COTE, 2008; Warren, 2009). This research 

gap forms the rationale for the research questions of this thesis.  

3.6.4. Communicative Action and collaborative planning 

Further theoretical perspectives on the interactions, engagement and potential partnership 

working between private landowners and rural communities may be derived from 

collaborative planning approaches, and their basis in critical theory. In particular, key 

thinkers in spatial and urban planning have considered the potential for communicative or 

collaborative processes to improve public participation and achieve consensus between 

diverse communities. Healey and colleagues advocate the change in governance ‘culture’ 

necessary to improve the management of co-existence in ‘shared spaces’ through 

deliberative processes and ‘collaborative, inclusionary planning processes’ (Healey, 

2006:297; see also Healey et al., 2003). They explain that through social interaction and 

debate, collective action can be achieved, contributing to mutual understanding and in turn 

building relational resources. These relational bonds rely on trust and generate intellectual, 

political and social capital, as well as institutional capacity. Within the context of private 

Scottish upland estates, this institutional approach (Healey, 2006) indicates the key role of 

the institution of private landownership in developing shared meanings (e.g. around 

sustainable development) and ‘cultural communities’, which may be interpreted as the 

‘estate community’, as well as new understandings (building knowledge resources), 
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practices (e.g. communication processes, partnerships,) and policy discourses (including 

policy integration) (see also Healey et al., 2003). 

Similarly, Allmendinger (2009) supports the shift to communicative and 

collaborative planning approaches to allow disparate communities to reach agreement and 

formulate plans. In earlier publications, Allmendinger (2001 in Allmendinger, 2009: 10) 

advocated the following postmodern principles: 

(i) To undertake constant reflection to ensure transparency; 

(ii) To expose and challenge existing power relations; and  

(iii) To adopt a more ‘active and creative’ role in development of new processes 

and structures, leading to ‘planner reflexivity’ regarding current roles and existing 

power relations. 

Given the assertion of MacGregor (1993; see Section 2.5) that private landowners in 

Scotland play a central (if informal) role in rural planning, the principles derived from 

Allmendinger may be applicable in the context of private estate planning, for example with 

regard to landowner accountability and the persistence of traditional power structures in 

rural areas. Adopting the principles advocated by Allmendinger by private landowners in 

Scotland would likely have implications for rural community sustainability, in particular in 

facilitating greater community involvement in land management through planner 

transparency. 

 

Both Allmendinger and Healey have been heavily influenced by the critical theorist, 

Jürgen Habermas, and have incorporated his theory of ‘Communicative Action’ (or 

‘Communicative Rationality’) into the development of communicative/collaborative 

spatial planning principles. Habermas began the development of his ‘methodology for the 

social sciences’ in the early 1960s, drawing on the work of critical theorists including 

Horkheimer and his critique of positivism, as well as the perspectives of Marx, Weber, and 

Parsons (Scott, 1995),  with the central goal of overcoming ‘social pathologies’ resulting 

from modernity, and human emancipation. In addition to the numerous volumes produced 

by Habermas (1973, 1981, amongst many others) other social theorists and commentators 

have compiled comprehensive summaries and interpretations of his theory (e.g. Scott, 

1995; Harvey Brown and Goodman, 2001; Delanty, 2005; Healey, 2006; Allmendinger, 

2009). Therefore, whilst a detailed description and commentary is not necessary here, an 
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overview of this important theory contributes a deeper perspective to the potential for 

interaction and communicative engagement between private landowners and estate 

communities, as discussed in this section. 

 Habermas argues that social coordination (or ‘reproduction’) and the halting of 

disruptive social pathologies rely on communication with the aim of mutual understanding 

between two or more actors (Habermas, 1981; Fast, 2013). He accompanies this critical 

perspective with a definition of discourse comprising the core components of the pragmatic 

argument of reason, the need for validity claims, and universality (i.e. that these principles 

transcend specific locations and situations) (Fast, 2013; Harvey Brown and Goodman, 

2001). Mutual understanding (and ‘Communicative Action’) is thus supported through the 

creation of an ‘ideal speech situation’, where all parties have access to the same 

information (‘implicit knowledge is theoretically explicit’; Harvey Brown and Goodman, 

2001: 206), no relevant argument is excluded or ignored, and participants’ views are based 

on the rationality of the argument rather than the instrumental steering mechanisms of 

‘status, money or power’ (Habermas, 1973; Harvey Brown and Goodman, 2001). The ideal 

speech situation ensures that all participants have the opportunity to express their views 

and contribute to democratic decision-making (Harvey Brown and Goodman, 2001; 

Allmendinger, 2009).  

 

However, as Habermas describes, the public sphere (the forum for open public discourse) 

and opportunities for ‘ideal speech’ are being disrupted and destroyed by the penetration of 

the so-called ‘lifeworld’ by the ‘system’ (see Habermas, 1973). The ‘lifeworld’ refers to 

shared knowledge that supports cultural reproduction, social integration and socialisation – 

including the development of group identities and individual personalities – and provides 

the capability to engage in reciprocal communication processes (Fast, 2013). The lifeworld 

may further be considered the realm of everyday experience and personal relationships, 

where social action is coordinated through interaction (see Healey and Hillier (1995) in 

Allmendinger, 2009; Healey, 2006). 

The ‘system’ on the other hand, is demonstrated in the free market and capitalist 

economy, or bureaucratic administration (Allmendinger, 2009), in which interpersonal 

relations are steered by money and power, rather than traditional norms or 

‘communicatively-achieved consensus’ (Harvey Brown and Goodman, 2001: 209). 

Habermas describes the uncoupling of the ‘system’ from the ‘lifeworld’ through increasing 

system complexity that removes the consequences of individual actions and rationality (in 
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Harvey Brown and Goodman, 2001). Furthermore, he proposes a ‘colonization thesis’: that 

the system is encroaching on the lifeworld, through an evolutionary process, and the 

dominance of scientific reasoning and instrumental rationalism in public discourse 

(Healey, 2006). This colonization must be minimised in order to maintain social 

coordination and avoid pathologies. Habermas therefore highlights the need for the 

authentic public sphere to be characterised by discourse and ‘holistic experimentation’ 

(enhanced through reflection and consensus), which respects all types of reasoned facts 

and values (Healey, 2006), thus supporting Communicative Action (Allmendinger, 2009). 

Consequently, if rural communities and estates may be considered ‘localised lifeworlds’ 

(Healey, 2006), their continuation or reproduction (arguably, their sustainability) requires 

Communicative Action (Habermas, 1981: 337). 

 

Nonetheless, despite general consensus regarding the goal of Habermas’ theory and 

approach to ultimately maintaining a democratic discourse and society (Delanty, 2005; 

Allmendinger, 2009; Fast 2013) there are persistent criticisms of the practical applicability 

of the approach and recognition of various barriers to Communicative Action. Firstly, it 

may be more common (and simpler) for communication to be strategic and instrumental 

(therefore meeting the needs of one party). Therefore, Communicative Action is criticised 

for creating a ‘false standard’ for communication practices, and can be time- and resource-

demanding (Fast, 2013). The assumption that all communicative ‘actors’ are rational is 

considered an impossibility (Dryzek, 1990 in Allmendinger, 2009) and indeed the public 

sphere can lead to manipulated and distorted communication, as can the presence of 

powerful groups (Fast, 2013) (see Figure 3.6.4). Furthermore, while Habermas’ theory is 

criticised for a lack of empirical evidence, although this may be changing as his principles 

and methodology are applied in planning theory and rural governance (Healey et al., 2003; 

Healey, 2006; Allmendinger, 2009; Taylor, 2010; Fast, 2013).  Nevertheless, there are 

persisting criticisms of Habermas’ theory as ‘an unfinished project’ that fails to shift from 

the analyst’s ‘is’ to the political ‘ought’ (Fast, 2013) and therefore continues to miss the 

opportunity to generate policy recommendations or behaviour change. Leeuwis (2004) 

suggests that Communicative Action is ‘wishful thinking’ that fails to identify the reasons 

why people do not act in a policy-ideal manner, or in accordance with Habermas’ theory, 

achieving consensus and engaging in communication processes. 
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Figure 3.6.4 Differentiation between Communicative and Strategic Action (after Habermas 1981) 
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others (e.g. communities): “If elites are to be powerful and make authoritative decisions, 

then the involvement, activity, and influence of the ordinary man must be limited” 

(Robinsohn, 1967 in Habermas, 1973: 77). Further critiques of Communicative Action 

include the temporary and fragile nature of agreements, especially within increasingly 

diverse communities, and the lack of sensitivity to place in the concept of the ‘public 

sphere’ (Taylor, 2010; Fast, 2013). 

 

In order for Communicative Action to be successful, Habermas advocates the constant 

monitoring of so-called speech acts and their validity claims, plus sensitive facilitation of 

communication processes (Habermas, 1981). In addition, alternative communication 

structures, such as negotiation and other conflict resolution mechanisms, may be explored 

and adapted, and differences and opportunity for ‘reasoned disagreement’ recognised 

(Dryzek, 1990 in Allmendinger, 2009). One promising approach may be Forester’s 

adaptation of Communicative Action as ‘practical social action’, that considers “the real 

lived situation of people needing to make practical judgements…in a socially situated and 

politically contingent debate about real courses of action” (Forester, 1993: 79 in Taylor, 

2010: 385-6). It is clear that there is much cross-over between the methodology and 

theoretical underpinnings advocated by Habermas and the paradigm of public 

participation, discussed in sub-section 3.6.2 (see also Leeuwis, 2004). The assertion by 

Habermas that legitimacy and rationality are generated through public reason corresponds 

with the positive outcomes of accountability and transparency of public participation 

exercises (see Fast, 2013; Richards et al., 2004). Furthermore, the categories of public 

participation illustrate the tendency for participation processes to be governed by self-

interest and power, and the challenge of fostering genuine, unbiased and equal engagement 

in the public sphere (see Arnstein, 1969; Stirling, 2006; Reed, 2008).  

 Nonetheless, whilst these critiques remain unresolved and continue to provoke 

discussion, Habermas’ theory forms the backbone for many contemporary planning 

approaches, and provides an analytical framework for qualitative research, addressing 

discursive interaction and its implications for social action (cf. discourse analysis by Fast, 

2013). In the context of this thesis, this theoretical perspective raises questions regarding 

best practice in communicative interactivity and partnership governance between private 

landowners and rural communities, and the potential for the goal of Communicative Action 

to overcome the social pathology of unsustainability.  
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3.7. Chapter summary 

This chapter describes the external influences on upland estates, including the regulatory 

environment impacting on private landownership in Scotland. It therefore raises the 

question whether more government intervention is required to ensure that private 

landownership contributes more to public needs and goods, given the continuing largely 

voluntary rather than regulatory governance framework. A consensus emerges regarding 

the need for more accountability by private landowners, and ‘post-neoliberal’ development 

in upland areas (Shucksmith and Rønningen, 2011). 

 

Similarly, rural communities are grappling with multi-scalar external forces, which may be 

opportunities or challenges. The literature broadly indicates a discourse of power 

devolution in rural areas, including increasing community participation in land 

management. This discourse implies a requirement on the part of private landowners to 

involve communities in decision-making. The potential role for private landowners in 

meeting the needs of rural communities is also highlighted, i.e. in terms of providing jobs 

and housing. However, an academic and practical knowledge gap arises regarding the role 

of private landowners and their institutional readiness and capacity to adopt this ‘ideal’ 

position. Furthermore, there appears to be potential for partnership opportunities to 

capitalise on opportunities, not least renewable energy developments, for both landowners 

and communities. Such partnership opportunities and their function have not been explored 

in the context of these potential partners.  

 

This chapter then considers the paradigm of sustainable development and its applicability 

in the context of upland estate management. The core themes of environmental and social 

justice, participatory democracy and empowerment raise challenges for private 

landownership, and property rights are central in the governance of sustainable and multi-

functional land use. There also remains the challenge of ‘bridging the gap’ between the 

rhetoric and practice of sustainable development, with private interests bemoaning the lack 

of practical guidance. However, in conjunction with landowner-derived definitions of 

holistic management, stewardship and the durability of private landownership, it may be 

argued that claims of inadequate guidance illustrate a reluctance to engage with other 

knowledge types or accept responsibility. Indeed, from a business perspective, sustainable 

development is considered critical, and the imperative of economic sustainability is 

illustrated through the wish to retain asset ownership and business viability, family income 
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and estate employment. The literature recognises the need to encourage sustainable 

approaches to land management, and for ‘good governance’ - although the practical steps 

are not detailed in the land management literature. Exploring sustainable development 

highlights the need for individual behaviour change, and suggests that the critical 

‘opportunity’ or ‘threat’ to estate sustainability, and its alignment with the philosophy of 

and policies for sustainable development, may actually be the landowner. The influence of 

the individual and power-holder is further considered throughout the thesis. 

 

Furthermore, this chapter considers the definitions and characteristics of sustainable rural 

communities, and calls for a ‘public sphere’ within which to discuss sustainability. 

Definitions of ‘the rural’ have been under academic scrutiny for several decades. Currently 

social representations are advocated, incorporating lay discourses and place-based 

approaches, as detailed in the ‘new rural paradigm’. Similarly, ‘community’ definitions are 

considered complex, fluid and ‘post-structural’, not simply divided between geographical 

and relational. There is much academic discussion on social exclusion, class systems and 

power relations in the rural community, and rural development is again linked to property 

rights (see Callendar, 1986). From the policy perspective, sustainable communities are a 

key goal, in addition to community empowerment. Empowerment is predominantly 

defined as either regarding power-sharing or devolution (a top down position) or through 

enabling, collective action and capacity building (bottom up). The latter may generate a 

‘narrative of community’, but can conceal power relations within community. 

Understanding the construction of the ‘estate community’ is of central importance to the 

research questions, to which a literature-based working definition is contributed: all who 

have a stake in the estate as a social, economic and environmental entity, or may be 

influenced by decision-making of the private landowner or estate manager.  

 

Finally, this chapter considers the changing social relations within contemporary rural 

communities, in particular the interactions between private landowner and estate 

community. The benefits of (more) communication are noted by several research reports 

and the theoretical literature explains that interactions form the basis for social capital, 

foster trust and reciprocity, and provide the opportunity for negotiation. Equally, 

fragmentation may deplete social capital. It is necessary to consider practical approaches 

and techniques for effective interactions between community and landowner, including the 

type, level and extent of participation in decision-making processes. These factors rely on 

the context and power relations of participants and facilitators, and the legitimacy of the 
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process. Crucially, the key challenge to genuine participation is the potential for processes 

to empower only those who are ‘in the driving seat’ and seeking to legitimise the status 

quo; this raises critical questions in the context of private landownership. 

 

Whilst participatory democracy and ‘community engagement’ is promoted by current 

policy, it is unclear why it would be a priority for private landowners, due to its likelihood 

to reduce landowner control, slow decision-making and incur costs. The literature 

identifies several likely benefits from the engagement of landowners with communities, 

including public credibility and greater understanding, better decision-making, increasing 

potential for innovation, as well as financial and time-saving benefits when repeated 

interactions lead to trusting relationships. Reducing uncertainty is considered a further 

benefit, and it may be questioned whether this in turn would reduce drivers for community 

‘buy-outs’. Similar, and mutual, benefits are displayed through a partnership approach; 

however, they are constrained by a lack of accountability, capacity or clear goals, as well 

as manipulation (by more powerful interests) and the exclusion of interests, and a lack of 

integration or communication. These barriers are replicated in theoretical understandings 

of ‘Communicative Action’, which underpin new collaborative, inclusionary, planning 

processes, and assert that through social interaction and debate, collective action can be 

achieved, contributing to mutual understanding and building relational resources. It is 

theorised that the sustainability of the localised lifeworlds of rural communities and private 

estates may be delivered through Communicative Action. The contribution of this chapter 

is therefore to highlight theoretical questions regarding best practice in communicative 

interactivity and partnership governance in order to fulfil the potential for Communicative 

Action (i.e. to overcome unsustainability). 
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Chapter 4.  

4.1. Introduction 

The first phase of data collection comprised an in-depth semi-structured interview survey 

with a group of ‘expert commentators’ involved in the land management and rural 

community development sectors (cf. Section 4.2). This interview survey contributed to the 

second phase of data collection, a questionnaire survey of private landowners, designed 

primarily to identify and contact private estates as potential case studies (cf. Section 4.3). 

Subsequently, the third and main phase of data collection involved immersive case studies 

on six large, upland, privately-owned estates (cf. Section 4.4). Prior to case study 

fieldwork, a desk-based study of the case study estate and main settlements was 

undertaken. During the fieldwork, community questionnaires, in-depth interviews with 

estate owners, land managers and community members, as well as participant observation, 

were utilised in order to explore the research questions from a range of perspectives. Data 

collection from these case study techniques was enhanced by an ethnographic approach, 

where the researcher lived and worked on each case study estate for at least two weeks, 

recording informal conversations, observations and reflections in a case study diary (cf. 

Section 4.4.3).  

 

The methodology and data collection adopted a grounded theory approach whereby the 

researcher “works inductively from what’s there in the research setting and develops 

theory that is grounded in the resulting evidence” (Gillham, 2000: 12). No explicit 

theoretical framings were applied a priori. This research conforms as far as practicable 

with the guidance of classical grounded theory procedure defined by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967; reiterated by Glaser (1992); and with the advice of Corbin and Strauss (1990)). 

Firstly, that data collection and analysis is closely connected and iterative, with analysis of 

early data collection informing subsequent data-gathering processes, “in order to capture 

all potentially relevant aspects as soon as they are perceived” (Corbin and Strauss, 1990: 

419). The process of informing and iteration is presented in Figure 4.1.1. Secondly, 

‘structural conditions’ are incorporated in the analysis, and linkages identified between 

such conditions (including economic, cultural and social), action and consequences 

(Corbin and Strauss, 1990: 422-3). These contextual issues were initially identified through 

the desk-based study, pursued through interview questions and fully comprehended 

through the researcher’s embeddedness in the case studies (cf. Section 4.4.1). Finally, the 



Page | 85 

 

qualitative data analysis process identifies categories of concepts (referred to as free nodes 

and sub-nodes in this thesis, in the language of Nvivo), and their interlinkages or 

generalised relations (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Corbin and Strauss, 1990: 420; see also 

Spencer et al., 2003; cf. Section 4.4.4), contributing a comparative analysis of substantive 

case studies and later theory-building (cf. Chapters 9 and 10).  

Furthermore, this thesis utilises a pragmatic approach as advised by Gibson (2007) 

and includes a post-analysis review of critical theory, in order to accommodate and identify 

the convergences and similarities with the theoretical literature. Consequently, Habermas’ 

Theory of Communicative Action and its interpretation and application within planning 

and rural governance (cf. Section 3.6.4 and 9.4.4) provides a formal basis for the 

substantive theory generated by the case studies. Whilst Glaser and Strauss (1967) warn 

against tenuously connecting critical theory explanations to empirical studies, such 

accommodation is considered a means of adding sensitivity to grounded theory, identifying 

new insights and inter-linkages in the grounded coded data, and arguably realizing the goal 

of emancipation through the research process (Gibson, 2007). Furthermore, if more 

resources became available, this formal theoretical perspective could inform future phases 

of data collection (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; see section 10.5). 
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Figure 4.1.1 ‘Evolving’ methodology based on grounded theory approach. 

4.2. Creating a ‘living’ literature review: Expert Commentator 

Interview Survey 

As mentioned, the first phase of this research involved an in-depth, semi-structured 

interview survey undertaken with a group of ‘expert commentators’ consisting of well-

known and respected members of the land management, sustainable development and rural 

community development sectors in Scotland. This process aimed to supplement the 

published discourse and inform the later design of a questionnaire survey of private 

landowners, to ensure that key issues were addressed, reinforcing the research gaps 

identified in Chapters 2 and 3. Interviewees were recruited through a purposive sampling 

technique: the individuals invited to participate had extensive practical, academic and/or 

policy experience, and the resulting sample achieving a balance across the sectors 

mentioned (see Table 4.2.1).  
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Table 4.2.1 Outline anonymised description of the interviewee sample. 

Interviewee 

Number 

Interviewee Description  -  

sphere of interest, expertise and/or affiliation 

1 Landowning representative body; land management 

2 Landowner; academic; sustainable development 

3 Academic; historian 

4 Rural community development 

5 Government; community development 

6 Landowning representative body; land management 

7 Academic; sustainable development 

8 Government; land management 

9 Academic; community development 

 

The interview structure was designed as a ‘SWOT analysis’ of private landownership and 

rural communities in upland Scotland today, thus investigating the strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and threats of both landowners and communities. Figure 4.2.1 illustrates the 

scope of discussion in the interviews, the main topic areas and the typical flow of 

conversation; the full interview guide may be found in Appendix C. The interviews were 

conducted either face-to-face (5) or over the telephone (4), and recorded with a digital 

Dictaphone: they each lasted one to two hours. They were subsequently transcribed and 

manually coded into topic areas and key themes, to permit analysis and interpretation. 

Further expert commentator discourse and opinion were later incorporated in a re-draft, 

following interviewee feedback to an initial thematic report, subsequently adding a 

reiterative and reflective depth to the original interview data.  

This interview survey provided in-depth insight into the wide-ranging discourse of 

the academic and practitioner community regarding Scottish landownership and rural 

community issues. In particular, the survey confirmed the need for greater understanding 

of the impact of the LRSA on private landowner-community dynamics, the lack of up-to-

date ‘demographic’ data on private landownership, and the need for a case study approach 

in understanding Scottish estate management, due to the physical and social diversity of 

the sector. A selection of relevant quotes that provide a high-level insight into the research 

questions are presented in Appendix D. The land reform aspects are discussed by Warren 

and McKee (2011). 
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Figure 4.2.1 Structure of interviews with expert commentators. 

4.3. A Survey of Private Landowners 

The second phase of data collection involved a large-scale questionnaire survey of private 

landowners, each of whom owns at least 2000 hectares of land in Scotland, recruited 

through the membership of the Scottish Land & Estates (SLE), formerly the Scottish Rural 

Property and Business Association (SRPBA). The questionnaire sought (i) to highlight 

potential case study estates that demonstrated good practice in community engagement 

(from the perspective of the landowner respondent), (ii) to characterise the case study 

estates, and (iii) to explore private landowners’ perspectives on the definition of ‘estate 

sustainability’ and ‘estate community’, and on the opportunities and constraints facing the 

sustainable development of estates.  

4.3.1. Questionnaire Design and Pilot Survey 

The draft questionnaire was piloted with 30 land agent and land manager contacts, and 

further refined using suggestions and guidance from the supervisory team and advisory 

group (see final version in Appendix E). The questionnaire sought information regarding 

key estate attribute data, including the size of the estate, its predominant topography and 

the main aspects of estate business, in order to ensure that the respondent’s estate met with 
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the joint project criteria
17

, and to provide context. Further personal details of the landowner 

added to depth of estate knowledge in later stages of case study selection. The final section 

of the questionnaire requested details and examples of estate activities (currently or in 

future estate plans) or actions of the private landowner that are considered to contribute to 

estate community sustainability and/or include community involvement. The questionnaire 

was also designed to establish whether an ‘estate community’ existed on the respondent’s 

land, central to case study fieldwork methodology (cf. Section 4.4), and to explore the 

research questions. Furthermore, the questionnaire aimed to develop the contemporary 

definition of ‘estate community’ held by landowners and land managers, with the final 

section considering ‘sustainable estate management’.  

4.3.2. Questionnaire Distribution and Return 

Questionnaires were distributed in September 2008, by post, to 245 members of the 

SRPBA who were registered in the organisation’s membership database as owning at least 

2000 hectares of land in Scotland. A possible sample selection bias at this point was to 

inadvertently miss landowners who owned over 2000 hectares, but who were not members 

of the SRPBA, possibly including foreign landowners. However, this was considered a 

minor concern, since most private landowners who do not live on their estate full time, or 

are not experienced in Scottish estate management, employ a resident factor or land agent 

who would most likely receive the questionnaire due to their own SRPBA membership. 

The questionnaire was also converted to an online version using the software 

‘Surveymonkey’, to provide an alternative response option for participant private 

landowners. 

Respondents received a Freepost-addressed envelope to return their completed 

survey to the Centre for Mountain Studies. In addition, the Chief Executive of the SRPBA 

provided a cover letter for the questionnaire, which it was hoped provided assistance in 

boosting the response rate. The researcher contributed an article to LandBusiness 

magazine, the bi-monthly publication of the SRPBA, to promote the ‘Sustainable Estates 

for the 21
st
 Century’ (SE21C) project and encourage questionnaire respondents as a type of 

survey ‘pre-notification’ (Mangione, 1998). The article was published in the 

September/October 2008 issue (reproduced in Appendix F). The survey benefited from the 

promotion of the online questionnaire link on the SRPBA website and reminders in its 

                                                      
17

 In line with joint ‘Sustainable Estates for the 21
st
 Century’ project criteria, case study estates must be at 

least 2000 hectares in size, predominantly land above 185m (above the limits of enclosed farmland and with 

poor land use potential, thus ‘upland’), and with several land uses in operation, therefore ‘multi-functional’. 
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weekly e-newsletter (28.10.2008 and 31.10.2008). Reminder leaflets were distributed at a 

Scottish Estates Business Group meeting during September 2008, to encourage potential 

respondents from within this representative landowner body. Land agents who had prior 

knowledge of the SE21C project were also asked to encourage their clients to complete the 

questionnaire.  

The questionnaire results were treated confidentially; however, respondents were 

invited to complete a contact details form if they were interested in obtaining more 

information about the SE21C project, or possibly participating further in the project, as 

case study estates. Overall, the project received a total of 84 completed questionnaires, 

postal and online, therefore achieving a response rate of 34.3%. Of all the responses, 37 

returned estate contact details (15% of sample size) for future potential participation with 

the project. Unfortunately 24 responses did not fit the project criteria, most due to their 

lowland topography, an unavoidable outcome of the distribution technique, as the SRPBA 

members’ database did not have this information by which to limit the initial sample. All 

completed questionnaires, including online submissions and those which did not provide 

contact details and/or fit case study criteria, were given a response identification number 

and question responses collated in an Excel spreadsheet for analysis. 

4.3.3. Quantitative Private Landowners’ Questionnaire Data Analysis and 

Case Study Identification  

Initial descriptive statistics were generated using Excel and SPSS from the questionnaire 

responses that corresponded with project criteria; selected results are presented in Chapter 

5 that characterise the case study estates. Additional data gathered from the questionnaire 

responses and not directly related to case study selection and characterization are presented 

in McKee et al. (2013) and McKee et al. (in preparation).  

 

In order to identify ideal case studies, all responses to the ‘examples of good practice’ 

questionnaire section were thematically coded, with the range and type of examples 

summarized for each respondent. All questionnaire responses were incorporated in this 

phase of analysis, whether or not they met the case study criteria or contact details were 

provided, in order to gauge the scope of good practice examples from a large sample of 

privately-owned estates across Scotland. Estates were highlighted where demonstrating 

‘good practice’ (or ‘good governance’) in their examples, according to the participatory 

governance literature (cf. Section 3.6), and according to the expert commentators’ views 
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(cf. Appendix D). These questionnaire respondents were then collated to identify the 

estates which provided a substantial range of ‘good practice’ examples; this technique is 

consistent with the initial stages of theoretical sampling as advised by Glaser and Strauss 

(1967). This selection was matched first with those estates who corresponded with the 

project criteria (including a positive answer in the ‘estate community’ section), and then 

with those respondents who provided estate contact details, to produce a working list of 

potential ‘good practice’ case study estates. The working list (although anonymised), plus 

justifications, can be found in Appendix G. By retaining estate names, contact details and 

compatibility with case study criteria until the end of this process, sample selection bias 

was minimised (see Mangione, 1998) as estates were only selected according to their noted 

examples of ‘good practice’, and the researcher was not drawn to certain estate respondents 

due to previous knowledge.  

 

A case study research proposal for potential case study estate owners/managers was 

prepared and distributed, to make contact with those on the working list (see Appendix H). 

The proposal encouraged the potential participant landowner to consider the positive 

aspects of a case study role, such as the opportunity for evaluating estate-community 

engagement, identifying examples of, or potentially improving, estate and community 

sustainability, as well as acting as a demonstration of the positive potential role of private 

landownership in facilitating sustainable rural development upland Scotland. Following 

this estate case study ‘recruitment drive’, estates that were willing to be case studies (who 

returned the enclosed reply form and agreed to participate) were timetabled for fieldwork, 

in co-ordination with estate management, and regular contact initiated in order to build 

positive relationships (see Bok van Kammen and Stouthamer-Loeber, 1998). 

Since the researcher initially requested permission to use the respondent’s estate as 

a case study through the research proposal, the landowner or estate manager became the 

gatekeeper as such for the case study as a whole. This process developed an informed, 

open and positive relationship with the agreed case study estates from the outset, vital for 

the access required by the researcher on these estates. Confidentiality and anonymity was 

emphasized, which likely contributed to the welcoming and encouraging manner of 

landowners and estate management of the researcher’s short-term involvement in the day-

to-day life of the estate. The landowners and estate management often provided 

recommendations of helpful community contacts, for which the researcher was grateful, 

but also aware of the potential bias of viewpoints with estate ‘loyalties’. This potential bias 
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was mitigated as much as possible through the extensive desk-based background study and 

participant observation in the field. Subsequently, the researcher endeavoured to overcome 

local politics and undertake interviews with community actors and estate staff that 

characterised a representative sample of local viewpoints (cf. Section 4.4.3). 

4.4. Case Study Fieldwork 

In order to understand the reality of life for any group of people, such as private 

landowners and ‘estate communities’, one must study them in their own context (Gillham, 

2000). Indeed, the use of case studies is recommended where a range of perspectives is 

required to gain a full insight into the topic under scrutiny, and where understanding 

should strive to be “holistic, comprehensive and contextualised” (Lewis, 2003: 52). 

Furthermore, a grounded theory approach allows the “relevant social organisation…of the 

people studied to…emerge – in their perspective” (Glaser, 1992: 5; see also Gibson, 2007). 

Accordingly, an in-depth, predominantly qualitative, case study approach was undertaken 

in order to explore the relationship between estate management and estate community, 

estate community dynamics and opportunities for community and estate sustainability. A 

systematic case study approach has proven successful in recent studies of Scottish 

landownership (see Skerratt, 2011, for example). The ‘power’ of case studies to richly 

illustrate individuals, organisations and processes of change is described by Gillham (2000; 

see also Yin, 2003). Figure 4.4.1 presents the replicable, triangulated methodology, used 

for each case study. 
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Figure 4.4.1 Case study methodology 

 

Triangulation of methods is considered vital in ensuring the representativeness, quality and 

validity of data gathered, as well as in identifying patterns of thought and behaviour 

(Fetterman, 1998; Gillham, 2000). In accordance with Fetterman (1998), these techniques 

aimed to objectify and standardize the perceptions of the researcher, and were adapted 

appropriately to case study location, resource and time constraints. Therefore, as Figure 

4.4.1 illustrates, three data collection techniques were undertaken during each case study: 

(i) participant observation, benefiting from an ethnographic approach, (ii) an estate 

community household questionnaire survey, and (iii) in-depth interview survey of 

landowner, estate management and estate community ‘key actors’. These methodologies 
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are described in Sections 4.4.1 – 4.4.3 respectively. Furthermore, knowledge and 

understanding of the case study locality was supplemented by the desk-based background 

study of documents and literature about the estate and community, including (where 

available) historical books, estate ‘brochures’, websites and management plans, community 

magazines and websites, minutes of meetings, and newspaper articles. 

4.4.1. Participant Observation and Case Study Diary 

An ethnographic approach was adopted, with the researcher striving for the emic 

perspective and to experience an ‘informal reality’ (see Fetterman, 1998; Gillham, 2000). 

The researcher spent 2-3 weeks living and working on each case study estate, and within 

the community of the main settlement. Where possible, the researcher lived with a local 

family in order to gain another gateway into the community, and facilitate better social 

understanding of the locality. Furthermore, during the fieldwork the researcher attended all 

possible community events and become an active community participant by volunteering 

in local pubs, village shops, cafés, community centres, community groups and fundraising 

events, as well as assisting estate maintenance staff, gamekeepers, gardeners and 

housekeepers, amongst others. This approach provided extensive opportunities for 

‘engaged listening’ (Forsey, 2010) and participant observation, allowing the researcher to 

develop a rich understanding of the views of each estate and community. Ethnography is a 

valuable technique in grounded theory approaches as it generates substantial ‘slices of 

data’ necessary for comparative analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967:75-76). Furthermore, 

incorporating a combination of participant observation, engaged listening and interviewing 

within ethnographic practice (and differentiating ethnography from the technique of 

participant observation) overcomes issues of strategic and ideological accounts by 

participants forming the basis for coding and possible replication of ‘discourses of control’ 

(cf. Henwood and Pidgeon, 1995 in Gibson 2007: 444; Forsey, 2010).  

Through informal conversations, a variety of community members and estate staff 

were encouraged to discuss their thoughts on the research questions, again through 

describing their personal history of living/working on the estate; community changes and 

developments in their residency; their perception of the relationship between community 

and landowner; the contemporary definition of ‘estate community’; and what 

‘sustainability’ means in the context of the estate and community. The researcher was 

upfront in all discussions with community members regarding the aims of the project, and 

requested their permission for quotations. Typical opening questions to engage community 

members and estate staff in conversation included:  
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 How long have you lived in this community? What brought you here?  

 What is your main occupation? What are other key local enterprises? 

 What makes this place special to you? What do you hope for the future/your 

children’s future, were they to settle here? 

 

Conversations and observations were recorded daily in an estate case study diary (see 

Gillham, 2000). Guidance for ethnographers stresses the need for operationalism, rather 

than conclusions being based on strong impressions, in order to ensure an evidence chain 

(Fetterman, 1998; Yin, 2003; Gillham, 2000). Best practice guidance was adhered to for 

entering and leaving case study communities, building relationships and the personal 

approach inherent to ethnography, as detailed by Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) and 

Coffey (1999). Data analysis is detailed in Section 4.4.4. 

 

However, inherent biases in this approach likely include the researcher’s preconceived 

ideas of the social construction and dynamics in rural communities, having been born and 

brought up in a rural ‘estate community’ herself. These biases were recognised and used by 

the researcher to focus critical thinking and analysis whilst on and off the case study, with 

any potential negative effects of this bias mitigated by the triangulation of data collection 

methods, and contextualisation (see Fetterman, 1998; Gillham, 2000 and Figure 4.4.1). 

There were advantages and disadvantages of such ‘pre-understanding’, as detailed in the 

experiences of Neal and Walters (2006) and McAreavey (2008). Similarly to McAreavey 

(2008), who undertook participant observation within her own workplace, and thus with 

the challenging position of ‘insider’ (employee) and ‘outsider’ (researcher), the researcher 

was faced with the contested role of being an ‘insider’ due to her own rural background, 

but also an ‘outsider’ as a only a short-term resident of the estate and community.  

Furthermore, like McAreavey (2008), who reports the increased responsiveness of 

participants when she changed roles within her job, the researcher found being the ‘new 

face’ in a small community was beneficial in introducing her research and engaging with a 

wide range of community members. Gossip and ‘news travelling fast’ is often considered 

to be a problem in rural communities, but in this case it enhanced the potential of the case 

study, as the researcher herself became known quickly in the community. Nonetheless, 

tensions between ‘incomers’ and ‘locals’ in the rural communities of Scotland are widely 

documented in the rural literature (cf. Section 3.3), with many local residents apparently 

suspicious of ‘outsiders’ coming into a rural community (e.g., Stockdale et al., 2000). 
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Although there was not enough time for the researcher to integrate herself fully into each 

case study community (this timescale would be impossible to quantify), there was certainly 

benefit from presenting herself as a trustworthy, impartial, community observer. 

Additionally, by showing commitment and enthusiasm when invited to join a local work 

environment – whether cleaning holiday flats with housekeepers, maintaining grouse 

moors with gamekeepers, or serving in the local public bar – the researcher hoped to 

develop a reciprocal relationship with the case study participants, to thank them for their 

welcome and willingness to help with data collection. As Neal and Walters (2006) explain, 

ethnographic research relies on the goodwill of participants. Furthermore, participating in 

daily work, community meetings, walking groups and fundraising events, amongst other 

activities, provided ideal opportunities for informal discussion. The researcher was lucky 

to listen to a number of community members debate and discuss her research questions, in 

the context of their locality.  

 

The researcher was also strongly aware that her presence in the community will have 

inherently altered the day-to-day and emic understanding sought through the ethnographic 

approach (as explained by Coffey, 1999). On a couple of occasions, the researcher was 

accused of being a ‘spy’ for the estate, since the estate had given ‘permission’ for the case 

study to be undertaken. The researcher strove to mitigate these negative perceptions (which 

were few) by reassuring community members of their anonymity in conversations, and 

through demonstrating personal trustworthiness within participation in daily work on the 

estate and within the community. The researcher also emphasised her role as an objective 

‘stranger’ (see Neal and Walters, 2006) and that the results of the case study would ideally 

provide a compilation of local demographic data and viewpoints for further use by both the 

estate and community in pursuing initiatives, facilitating improved engagement, and 

promoting sustainable development. Indeed McAreavey (2008) reiterates the importance of 

a reflective approach in ethnography that recognises the ‘role of the self’ in research, both 

how the researcher can shape the fieldwork, and vice versa, and thus how the researcher 

him/herself is incorporated into the production of knowledge. Indeed, as critiques of 

grounded theory include the objectifying relationship of researcher and researched, plus the 

potential for bias in interpretation, reflexivity and theoretical sensitivity are crucial (Glaser 

and Strauss, 1967; Gibson, 2007). 

The data collection process and interpretation was maximised through the 

reflexivity allowed in the case study diary. The researcher recorded all of her activities, 
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conversations and key thoughts on the data gathered, her presence in the community, and 

links between emerging themes and the research questions, on a daily basis. Neal and 

Walters discuss the beneficial ‘reflexive re-thinking’ of their own fieldwork accounts, 

which also highlighted ‘anxiety and guardedness, revelation and intimacy’, on the part of 

interviewees (2006:188). Diary-keeping provided the opportunity for the researcher to 

revisit her own anxiety and revelation, when away from the case study situation, which 

was vital for objective and detailed case study interpretation. 

4.4.2. Estate Community Questionnaire 

A short household questionnaire survey was undertaken on case study estates, to 

investigate community perceptions of sustainability and estate-community involvement. 

An initial draft of the questionnaire was piloted on community members in rural 

Aberdeenshire, outwith any proposed case study estate. The final version of the 

questionnaire generated demographic descriptions of the respondents and quantified those 

who considered themselves members of the ‘estate community’ (cf. Section 6.2.3). 

Selecting a statement and ticking the appropriate box forced respondents to provide an 

opinion, to some extent, of their perceptions of the ‘estate community’ today, in particular 

its geographical and/or social construction. The questionnaire also highlighted the 

perceived key services, facilities and activities for the case study rural communities. 

Furthermore, it recorded perceptions of estate-community involvement and the potential 

for estate and community sustainability. An example of the final version of the household 

questionnaire, cover letter and community member reply sheet may be found in Appendix 

I. 

 

During case study fieldwork, the questionnaire was hand-delivered to each household on 

the estate and within the main settlement (either on or adjacent to the estate), with 

instructions and a deadline for return at a local collection point, for example a local shop or 

hotel. Red ‘post’ boxes were left in these locations, with agreement from the proprietors, 

for the duration of the questionnaire survey in each community, typically around three 

weeks. An online version was also made available, and the link advertised on the cover of 

the questionnaire, in the cover letter, and on community websites and local notice boards. 

Furthermore, the incentive of a prize draw was advertised with the questionnaire and on 

associated posters, for the possibility of questionnaire respondents to win a twenty pound 

voucher for Marks and Spencer. The need for a financial reward was generated in the first 

case study where local contacts expressed a likelihood of survey fatigue unless an 
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incentive was provided in line with that of previous recent household surveys. In order to 

maintain comparability across case studies, a prize draw was therefore held in each case 

study community, at the end of the questionnaire return period. The presence of the 

researcher for several weeks in each case study community probably improved response 

rates for the household community questionnaire, as living and working in the community 

provided frequent informal opportunities to introduce her research and remind the 

individuals and groups with whom she came into contact, to kindly return their completed 

questionnaires.  

 

Householders were reassured in the cover letter that their questionnaire responses were 

entirely anonymous and would be treated confidentially, with only the researcher to come 

into contact with the completed questionnaires. However, a ‘community member reply 

sheet’ was also included with each questionnaire, to be completed if the respondent wished 

to enter the prize draw and/or if they were interested in participating further in the case 

study research. These contacts provided one recruitment route for the subsequent in-depth 

interview survey. The cover letter encouraged respondents to post their community 

member reply slip separately from their questionnaire (i.e. outwith the envelope supplied 

with the questionnaire) if they wished to retain anonymity to the researcher. In addition, a 

‘confidentiality code’ was pencilled in on the corner of each questionnaire delivered, and 

the street or general estate area noted by the researcher on delivery. The code was fully 

explained in the cover letter and facilitated the identification of non-response bias, 

although respondents had the opportunity to remove it if they wished to maximise their 

anonymity.  

Quantitative questionnaire results were collated and descriptively analysed by case 

study (cf. Chapter 5), with qualitative analysis described in Section 4.4.4 and findings 

incorporated in Chapters 6 – 8.  

4.4.3. Landowner, Land Manager and Community Member Interview 

Survey 

An in-depth, semi-structured interview survey was undertaken with the case study estate 

landowners, key estate staff, landowning family members and community members. All 

interviewees may be defined as ‘key actors’, as described by Fetterman: 
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“Key actors can provide detailed historical data, knowledge about contemporary 

interpersonal relationships (including conflicts), and a wealth of information about 

the nuances of everyday life” (1998: 483). 

Community member interviewees were recruited through a combination of purposive 

sampling undertaken by the researcher, using background knowledge based on the pre-

fieldwork desk study, and snowball sampling through recommendations of previous 

interviewees and those engaging in the research through participant observation. A final 

recruitment strategy was voluntary, through responses to the household questionnaire 

survey. The landowners were interviewed twice, where possible prior to beginning case 

study fieldwork as a ‘scoping’ interview (see interview guide in Appendix J) and at the end 

of the fieldwork, providing an opportunity for more critical and reflective discussions. All 

interviewee recruitment aimed to provide a representative sample of viewpoints within the 

case study. 

All case study interviews involved discussion of the interviewee’s personal history 

of living/working on the estate, definitions of the ‘estate community’, and perceptions of 

the type of relationship and level of interaction between the community, estate 

management and the landowner. Furthermore, the key issues currently affecting the 

sustainability of the community and the estate as a whole were identified, exploring 

possible solutions and opportunities, as well as interviewees’ definitions of a ‘sustainable 

estate community’ and a ‘sustainable estate’. Community members and estate management 

also frequently outlined what they hoped for the future of ‘their place’. In addition, the 

interview survey contextualised the notes, conversations and observations of the 

researcher, in particular providing background to current developments and debates in the 

communities and on the case study estates. It is claimed that semi-structured interviews can 

be the ‘richest single source of data’ in a case study (Gillham, 2000). The interview 

outline, including prompts, for community members and landowners may be found in 

Appendix K. 

Interviews were recorded by digital Dictaphone, with interviewee consent, and 

manually transcribed. Most interviews lasted between one and two hours, the majority 

carried out face-to-face, with two undertaken over the phone. Data analysis is detailed in 

Section 4.4.4. 
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4.4.4. Qualitative Data Analysis 

All qualitative data gathered during the case studies, including responses to open questions 

in the household survey, interview transcripts and case study diary notes, were collated and 

coded thematically. Qualitative data sources were anonymised, but in order to provide 

context and comparison of participants, an identifier remained with data during the 

analysis process (see Table 4.4.1). Identification of broad, ‘free nodes’ was assisted by 

NVivo software, which it is believed minimises the potential for bias in interpretation, 

increases validity in qualitative analysis, and aids the identification of themes and patterns 

that might have otherwise gone unnoticed (Stewart and Shamdasani, 1998). Sections 

(phrases, sentences or paragraphs) of qualitative data were assigned to each free node 

according to topic or underlying theme. Within each free node, further iterations of data 

separation and allocation were undertaken, creating a large set of sub-nodes. Each sub-

node was summarized according to the qualitative data, key questions/themes arising and 

the interlinkages of themes with other sub-nodes. This cross-sectional ‘code and retrieve’ 

analysis method offers a “systematic overview of the scope of the data [and] to aid finding 

themes or examples which do not appear in an orderly way in the data” (Spencer et al., 

2003: 203).  

Table 4.4.1 Case Study and Participant Identifiers 

Sample 

Group/Case Study 

Identifier 

Explanation 

A01/02/03/04/05/06 Case study community/estate (cf. Chapter 5 for characterisation) 

CA Community Actor 

PL Private Landowner  

EM Estate Management, including estate manager/factor, and assistant 

estate manager/factor (both resident and agent) 

EF Estate-owning family member 

CSD Case Study Diary – researcher’s notes 

AM Researcher 

EC Expert Commentator 

CSR Community Survey Respondent 

LSR Landowner Survey Respondent 

 

Cross-case study analysis permitted the consistent interrogation of the data according to the 

research aims, and the identification of common themes across the theoretically-sampled 

case study sites and interviewees, contributing to the development of grounded theory 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Corbin and Strauss, 1990). This approach also provided the 

opportunity to compare and contrast emerging themes and different actors on the intra- and 
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inter-case study level, especially where a critical or extreme issue, or difference in 

viewpoint, was highlighted by the case study diary or household survey findings. Analysis 

of case study diary entries allowed the integration of contextual issues within the analysis 

of participant-generated data (Corbin and Strauss, 1990). Finally, the creation of free and 

sub-nodes was developed in conjunction with ongoing case study analysis (post-fieldwork 

on each site), and was continually re-evaluated; a sample of a final free node table and 

associated sub-node descriptions is presented in Appendix L. This approach assisted in 

identification of data saturation, where it was apparent that no new themes were arising 

from on-going data collection (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; see also Ritchie et al., 2003), thus 

limiting the adequate sample of case studies to six (cf. Chapter 5 for case study 

characterisation).  

4.5. Chapter Summary 

A final reflection on the validity of the case study methodology and data collection is in 

order. Lewis and Ritchie (2003) provide a checklist in order to interrogate the methods 

chosen and data generated. A condensed version of this checklist with consideration of this 

research is presented in Table 4.5.1. Ethnographic guidance recommends ‘respondent 

validation’, where research participants are asked to read and comment on the researchers’ 

interpretation of their interviews and case study settings (see Hammersley and Atkinson, 

1995: 227; see also suggested good practice in the research relationship detailed by 

Gibson, 2007). In terms of this thesis, respondent validation was undertaken on a 

theoretical level through a knowledge exchange process, detailed by Glass et al. (2012), 

where research participants were asked to provide feedback on the consolidation and 

interpretation of case study data in a ‘best practice’ booklet. Further detail on the content 

and implications incorporated in this booklet will be considered in Chapters 9 and 10. 
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Table 4.5.1 Validation checklist (Lewis and Ritchie, 2003: 274) 

Validation ‘check’ (Lewis and 

Ritchie, 2003: 274) 

Evidence in research methodology 

Sample coverage: did the sample 

frame contain any known bias; were 

the criteria used for selection 

inclusive of the constituencies 

known, or thought, to be of 

importance? 

- Sample frame bias recognised through non-

response to landowners’ questionnaire (cf. Sections 

4.3.2 and 4.3.3). 

- Purposive, theoretical sampling strategy utilised in 

identifying case studies (cf. Section 4.3.3). 

Capture of the phenomena: was 

the environment, quality of 

questioning sufficiently effective 

for participants to fully 

express/explore their views? 

- Triangulated methods aimed to ensure that all 

residents in case study location could engage with 

research if they wished (cf. Section 4.4.2 and 4.4.3). 

- ‘Embeddedness’ and reflexivity of researcher 

strived for full understanding of representative range 

of views (cf. Section 4.4.3). 

Identification or labelling: have 

the phenomena been identified, 

categorised and ‘named’ in ways 

that reflect the meanings assigned 

by study participants? 

- Thematic codes based on collated qualitative data, 

therefore participant accounts rather than pre-

assigned theories used for categorisation process (cf. 

Appendix L). 

- Emerging definitions of ‘sustainable estate’, 

‘sustainable community’ and ‘estate community’ 

developed from participant discourse (cf. Chapter 

6). 

Interpretation: is there sufficient 

internal evidence for the 

explanatory accounts that have been 

developed? 

- Individual themes developed through cross- case 

study analysis, demonstrating range of views (cf. 

Appendix L and Chapters 6-8) 

Display: have the findings been 

portrayed in a way that remains 

‘true’ to the original data and 

allows others to see the analytic 

constructions that have occurred? 

- Transparent qualitative analysis process (cf. 

Section 4.4.4 and Appendix L). 

- Use of direct quotes to illustrate interpretation (cf. 

Chapters 6-8)  

 

In conclusion, this thesis utilised a grounded theory approach to construct an ‘immersive’ 

case study approach, incorporating key themes from a scoping survey of ‘expert 

commentators’ in the design of a private landowners’ survey, which in turn identified ideal 

case study estates. Case study fieldwork included a community household survey, in-depth 

interviews with key actors and participant observation, underpinned by an ethnographic 

approach. The completion of case study diaries added value in terms of data collection and 

reflexivity. Thematic qualitative analysis incorporated all sources in order to identify cross-

case study key themes and contribute understanding to the research aims. A pragmatic 

post-analysis review of critical theory highlights potential insights from Habermas’ theory 

of Communicative Action (see Chapter 9). The case studies are characterised in the 

following chapter, and key themes and interpretation presented in Chapters 6 – 8.  
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Chapter 5. Estate Case Study Characterisation 

 

This short chapter characterises the final case study estate selection (see Appendix G for 

working list and justifications), using data from the introductory landowner and estate 

manager interviews and responses to the private landowners’ survey. This chapter also 

provides background information regarding the associated local communities, utilising 

responses to the household community survey. 

5.1. Case study estate characterisation 

As described in the previous chapter, six case study estates were selected from responses to 

the survey of private landowners, in particular, where responses to the final section on 

estate-community involvement and community sustainability demonstrate principles of 

‘good governance’ (see Sarkissian et al., 2009) and an apparent intention by the landowner 

and manager to contribute positively to community sustainability (see Appendix G). Case 

study participation was agreed with the landowner (see Appendix H) and fieldwork 

planned. A fortunate outcome was the geographic spread of case study estates across 

upland Scotland; further ‘key facts’ of the case study estates, including location, are 

presented in Table 5.1.1.  

Table 5.1.1 Case study estate details (ownership structure after Hutley, 2011) 

Case 

Study  

Region  Ownership 

structure  

Resident/

absentee  

Key enterprises  

A01  Aberdeenshire  Trust  Resident Residential and farm 

tenancies, 

guest house  

A02  Badenoch and 

Strathspey  

Combination: 

Sole trader 

(private owner), 

Trust and 

Limited 

Company  

Resident Forestry, in-hand 

farming, residential and 

business tenancies  

A03  Aberdeenshire  Sole trader 

(private owner) 

Absentee Sport shooting, holiday 

cottages  

A04  Argyll  Combination: 

Trust, Limited 

Company and 

Resident Renewable energy, 

holiday cottages  

Continued… 
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Partnership   

 

A05  Argyll  Sole trader 

(private owner) 

Resident Renewable energy, 

residential and 

commercial tenancies 

(fish farms)  

A06  Sutherland  Sole trader 

(private owner) 

Absentee Crofting tenancies, fish 

farms  

 

Developing a background understanding of the estate was vital in order to maximise the 

time available for fieldwork and permit the opportunity to gain an in-depth perspective on 

the prospects and problems of estate and community sustainability, estate-community 

interactions, engagement and the potential for partnerships. Short descriptions of the case 

study estates compiled from introductory interview data and questionnaire responses are 

presented in Box 5.1.1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Box 5.1.1 Case study estate characterisation 

Case Study A01 

The estate’s strategic aims are to “create a socially, economically and ecologically 

sustainable estate: - by diversifying the property portfolio, providing profitable 

diversified agricultural holdings, improving the ecology and landscape interests, 

becoming self-sufficient in energy, working proactively and creatively with the 

community”. The estate provides financial support to the village hall, local church and 

local show, and makes leisure facilities available to the public at a small cost. The golf 

course is also let at a nominal rent. The estate is embarking on housing development to 

meet affordable housing needs for coming years. The landowner survey respondent 

describes current, regular consultation with the Community Council and plans to consult 

community-wide regarding housing development plans, and the new local Development 

Plan (estate instigated). They provide rent-free housing for retired estate employees. The 

estate currently leases business premises and has obtained planning permission for 

further units. Renewable energy schemes are being explored. An estate-owned guest-

house and conference facility provides local employment.    

          Continued… 
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Case Study A02 

The estate’s objective is to “maintain the estate under the control of the…family”. The 

landowner survey respondent details estate staff ‘community commitments’ as including 

the Community Council, chairman of the parent council and local Deer Management 

Group, treasurer for the local playgroup, member of the Destination Management 

Organisation, river management group and local agricultural show committee, as well as 

manager of the rugby club. The estate sponsors a number of local events. An ‘informal 

working partnership’ within the estate community is described, between estate 

departments and with estate tenants, including the sharing of machinery, labour, transport 

and marketing. Estate management decisions are consulted on within staff meetings, and 

estate Trustees include members of the local community. Housing for retirees was a 

former estate policy, and the respondent notes his/her intention to build more homes for 

retiring staff. The estate provides land for a variety of local recreation and tenant 

business premises, and promotes estate and tenant goods and activities on the Estate 

website. The respondent describes a ‘symbiotic relationship’ with estate tenants in 

providing tourism enterprises and accommodation. Renewable energy through woodfuel 

is a major estate enterprise, and a windfarm is currently in discussion, which should 

benefit a consortium of local landowners as well as the local Community Council. 

Case Study A03 

Estate strategic aims detailed by the landowner survey respondent are to be: “financially 

self-supporting; provider of excellent grouse shooting and stalking; independent of 

government; friend of the local community”. The respondent describes current, regular 

contact with the community council, contributions to the local newsletter and the 

donation of land for community use, for example for churches, schools, halls, memorials, 

open space, games park, police house and a planned medical centre. Community 

consultation is undertaken to gain local support for estate management decisions, but the 

respondent also states that they are ‘actively involved behind the scenes’ in terms of 

support for community-led enterprises/services. The respondent notes that affordable 

rented housing units are to be built, and believes further housing provision is needed for 

estate sustainability. The estate provides premises for the village shop and post office. 

Viability tests are in progress for renewable energy developments. 

Continued… 
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Case Study A04 

Estate company objectives are “to manage the estate, to the best of our abilities, to 

support the strength and prosperity of the community, to maintain and enhance the 

natural and cultural heritage and to develop sustainably the value of the estate for the 

benefit of both the owners and the community”. The estate management describe estate 

office assistance to a variety of local community groups, and highlights the level of direct 

estate employment, in comparison with other large local employers. The landowner 

explains that rather than taking money out of the estate business, his/her family have re-

invested all estate profits into revenue-generating assets on the estate and providing local 

employment. The landowner states that the estate management have managed to ensure 

the long-term sustainability of estate employment through generating a diverse range of 

assets, and that low staff turnover indicates a high quality of life and satisfaction amongst 

estate employees and estate community (distinct from village community). The estate is 

developing their hydro-electric generation, which will have community benefit, and wish 

to develop further renewable energy assets. 

Case Study A05 

The estate’s strategic aims are to achieve: “financial self-sufficiency (with government 

support); broadened opportunities for a wide range of local businesses and types of 

employment; maintenance of historic buildings and landscape”. The landowner survey 

respondent explains that they attend the Community Council and support the Community 

Development Trust, and local childcare group. They also work in partnership with a local 

marketing group to promote local and estate products, and tourist attractions. 

Consultation on estate management decisions is undertaken through discussion with the 

Community Council, distribution of estate newsletter and at estate staff meetings. The 

estate provides housing for retired estate employees and housing for the community at 

affordable rents, with more planned. Land for affordable housing development is to be 

provided in the near future, with Rural Homes for Rent grant funding; business premises 

are also planned in this development, augmenting those currently supplied. The estate 

supports existing independent business tenants and new start-ups, recognising that they 

are ‘vital to the local economy’. The estate also provides a site rent-free for a local 

resource centre, and a further site at discounted rent for a Community Development Trust 

project. Employment results from tourism-related estate activities.  

          Continued… 
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5.2. Case study local community characterisation 

In conjunction with the selection of upland estates as case studies, characterisation of the 

associated local communities was central to building a picture of estate-community 

interactions, and the role of the landowner in the community. This characterisation was 

developed from responses to the community household survey, case study interviews and 

participant observation; Table 5.2.1 presents the response rate and interview sample size 

for context. However, this table does not reflect the significant number of ‘informal’ 

interviews conducted during participant observation activities, and as Ritchie et al. (2003) 

explain, qualitative research is not concerned with incidence or prevalence, rather the range 

Case Study A05 continued… 

A current windfarm on estate land provides a Community Fund. In further comments, the 

landowner respondent explains that: “one of my aims is to move away from the 

‘paternalistic’ tradition of past estate management. The aim is to ‘enable’ independent 

development of a variety of businesses and to ‘enable’ a diverse range of housing types. 

Part of this is the recognition that the ‘community’ is responsible for its own future and 

should not be reliant on the ‘estate’.” 

Case Study A06 

The estate’s strategic aims are to: “maintain local employment and activity; look after 

the nature conservation site; look after the native woodland and encourage initiative”. 

The landowner survey respondent states that informal partnership working through 

communication with the community, and community consultation is undertaken where 

appropriate for estate management decisions. The respondent confirms the existence of 

affordable rented housing for the community, and land is provided for affordable housing 

development if considered necessary by crofting tenants. Premises for a fish farm and 

mussel farm are provided on estate land, and tourism benefits the estate community 

through land for a caravan site, restaurants, B&Bs and use of local contractors. The 

central source of tourism is the attractive natural environment of the estate, including 

nature reserve and open access. This respondent also adds that the priority for estate 

management is to preserve local employment and activity, but that partnership working 

between the respondent landowner and crofting community, as well as local autonomy 

for the crofters, is currently inhibited by crofting legislation. 



Page | 108 

 

of views and representation of interests interviewed, because: “phenomena need only to 

appear once to be part of the analytical map” (Ritchie et al., 2003: 83). 

Table 5.2.1 Community household survey response rate and number of interviews conducted 

Case 

Study 

Number of 

Questionnaires 

Delivered 

Response Rate 

(%) 

Number of semi-structured 

‘formal’ interviews (all 

participant groups) 

A01 310 15.5 8 

A02 200 16 8 

A03 270 14 10 

A04 160 14 13 

A05 68 11 9 

A06 135 22 8 

 

Furthermore, Table 5.2.2 (page 115) presents a summary profile of the local communities 

associated with case study estates, illustrating their approximate population size, settlement 

type, rural classification, key services and local groups. The latter element of 

characterisation in particular gives an indication of community vibrancy, a key theme in 

following chapters. The community survey responses also highlighted the key issues facing 

the case study communities, including opportunities for development, uncertainties and 

challenges, and likely areas of community tension. These issues include the development 

of renewable energy, tourism and housing, with concerns raised around affordability, 

allocation, standards and the impact of holiday houses, across the different communities. 

The case study communities present concerns regarding rural employment, its seasonality, 

and the influence of external markets. A further key shared issue involves long-term estate 

planning, the impact of changing ownership, and the connection of the community and 

estate with resident or external land management. These community issues are described 

and discussed in-depth over the following chapters, and summarised in Figure 5.2.1 

(overleaf). 
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Figure 5.2.1 Key issues facing case study communities 

 

 

 

 

 

 
•Windfarm proposal. 

•Housing/local plan consultation. 

• Influence of external land management company. 

• In-migration/village development. 
 

A01 

 

•Woodland crofts proposal. 

•Housing development: significant growth in number of households. 

•Large number of second/holiday homes and issues around housing allocation. 
 

A02 

 

• Impact of hotel tourism developments on community. 

•Very significant proportion of second/holiday homes. 

•Planned housing developments. 

• Impact of deer management by neighbouring estates. 
 

A03 

 

•Closure of key industrial employer with associated redundancies. 

•Concerns regarding employment opportunities. 

•Negotiation of community fund for renewable energy development. 

•Continuning influence of the clearing of croft land in 19th century. 
 

A04 

 

•Planned housing developments. 

• Issues of housing availability and current standards. 

• Influence of second home owners in community consultations. 

•Positive rural employment opportunities. 

• Impact of break-up of large estate and changing ownership. 
 

A05 

 

• Impact of changes to crofting legislation. 

•Housing allocation and availability of crofting land. 

•Distance to markets. 

•Seasonality of employment. 

•Long term estate planning/crofting succession. 
 

A06 
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Table 5.2.2 Summary profile of associated case study local communities 

Case Study A01 A02 A03 A04 A05 A06 

Pattern of housing 

on/around estate 

Scattered housing, 

settlement over 300 

households (~310) 

Scattered housing, 

settlement under 

300 households 

Scattered housing, 

settlement under 

300 households 

Scattered housing, 

settlement under 300 

households 

Scattered housing, 

settlement under 300 

households 

Crofting community, 

settlement under 300 

households 

Rural classification 

(1) 

Remote Rural Remote Rural Remote Rural Remote Rural Remote Rural Remote Rural 

Approximate 

Population (2) 

570 

 

620 500 200 180 130 

Main Services Village shops, post 

office, village hall, 

primary school, 

hotels/pubs, church, 

pharmacy, doctors 

surgery, bus service, 

residential care home, 

caravan park, golf 

course, guest house 

and leisure facilities. 

Village shop, post 

office, community 

hall, church, 

hotel/pub, primary 

school. 

Village shop, post 

office, village hall, 

primary school, 

hotel, social club, 

restaurant, church, 

doctors surgery, 

bus service, petrol 

station, retained 

fire station. 

Village shop, post 

office, village hall, 

primary school, hotel, 

social club, 

restaurant, church, 

doctors surgery, bus 

service, petrol station, 

retained fire station. 

Hotel/pub, church, 

village hall, childcare 

facility, community 

resource centre, 

restaurant, garden 

centre. 

Village shop, post 

office, village hall, 

primary school, 

hotel, restaurant, 

caravan park, 

churches, doctors 

surgery, petrol 

station, retained fire 

station. 

Active Community 

Groups 

 

 

 

 

 

Active Community 

Groups (cont.) 

Community Council, 

Hall Committee (in 

Community Trust), 

Community 

Development Group, 

Walking for Health 

Group, History 

Group, Bowling 

Club, Youth Club 

Mothers and Toddlers 

Group, Badminton 

Club. 

Community 

Council, Hall 

Committee, 

Playgroup, Shinty 

Club, Under-Fives 

Playgroup, Mothers 

and Toddlers, 

Badminton Club, 

Volleyball Club, 

Indoor Bowling 

Club, Scottish 

Women’s Rural 

Institute, 

Community Car.  

Community 

Council, Hall 

Committee, 

Cultural Society, 

Scottish Women’s 

Rural Institute, 

Annual 

Pantomime. 

Community Council, 

Hall Committee, 

Community 

Development 

Company, Playgroup, 

Games Committee, 

Bowling Club. 

Community Council, 

Hall Committee, 

Community 

Development Trust, 

Curling Club, 

Bowling Club. 

Community Council, 

Hall Committee, 

Grazings 

Committee, 

Playgroup, Local 

Food Cooperative. 

(1) Rural classification after Scottish Government (2010); (2) Approximate population established through pre-fieldwork desk-based study and 

discussion with case study participants, as census data does not provide the population detail at the scale of the individual, estate-associated, rural 

community. 
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Chapter 6. 

 

6.1. Introduction 

This chapter contributes to the first research objective: to refine the definitions of 

‘sustainable rural estate community’ and ‘sustainable estate management’, from the 

perspectives of the private landowners and rural communities themselves. As discussed 

above, there are innumerable definitions of ‘sustainable development’ and ‘sustainability’ 

(WCED, 1987), and they have been widely criticised for lacking practical applicability 

(Pezzoli, 1997; Potter, 1997; Symons, 1997; Elliot, 1999; Leist and Holland, 2000). The 

rural literature also highlights a lack of understanding or definitional development of 

contested concepts such as ‘rural’, ‘community’ and ‘sustainable development’, by those 

who live in the community and/or on the estate  -  those who are arguably best placed to 

identify practical paths to ‘sustainability’ (Jones, 1995; Fraser et al., 2006). Furthermore, 

rural sociology literature and ethnography guidance discuss a need to incorporate lay 

discourse into emic interpretations of place (Heley, 2010).  

 

The results contribute to a conceptual understanding of a ‘sustainable community’ and 

‘sustainable estate’, in addition to emerging definitions. The results reveal some clear 

similarities and differences between groups, in particular concerning the alignment (or lack 

of it) between the definitions promoted by private owners and those espoused by 

communities.  This has implications for the potential for constructive and harmonious 

landowner-community relations. Variations in emerging definitions between different 

elements of the community may also be identified, for example between long-term ‘local’ 

residents and those who have recently moved into the community (frequently referred to as 

‘incomers’). The qualitative results also shed light on the role of the estate in contributing 

to community sustainability, according to the definitions and perceptions of the different 

actors, highlighting the interconnections between estate and community sustainability. The 

chapter will conclude with emerging definitions, generated by those ‘on the ground’, on 

upland estates and in associated rural communities, identifying the practical options/steps 

required in achieving this goal. These tentative, lay definitions will be adopted in 
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subsequent chapters, providing a basis on which to discuss the role of the private 

landowner in facilitating estate and community sustainability.  

6.2. Towards a definition of ‘sustainable rural estate community’ 

6.2.1. Key factors for community sustainability  

In interviews, informal conversations, and survey responses from case study community 

members, estate management and the private landowners themselves, several key areas of 

progress and positive change are perceived to be required for ‘community sustainability’.  

 

Both community members and estate management (including the private landowner) state 

that the provision of affordable/low cost housing, in conjunction with local employment 

opportunities, is central to ensuring a sustainable community, in particular for maintaining 

a young, resident population. Options for generating employment include the availability 

of premises to be used as workshops for self-employed tradesmen. Thus, community 

survey respondents state that the ‘sustainability’ of their community would be improved 

with “the allocation of land/buildings for the establishment of small businesses and for 

low-cost housing for the employees thereof” [CSR A01]. The emphasis on this necessary 

blend of appropriate jobs and housing availability illustrates the complexity of achieving 

‘sustainability’, and confirms the need for place-based rural development policies and a 

shift from a sectoral approach (OECD; 2008).  

The combination of housing and viable, long-term employment is also considered 

vital to maintain the viability of key community income sources and services, including for 

example, the school, doctor’s surgery and post office. These services and community 

assets are important in attracting and retaining families within the community; one 

community survey respondent asserts that “there must always be a good shop and pub” 

[CSR A01]. Other services and amenities believed to contribute to community 

sustainability include village halls, sports facilities, childcare provision, access to paths, 

community noticeboards, and appropriate sewage systems. Case study participants also 

highlighted the need for maintaining a balanced age-structure within the community and 

thus a ‘critical mass’ for service provision, whilst recognising the difficulties in identifying 

this ‘sustainable’ community composition. When asked what would make their community 

‘sustainable’, case study participants explained: 
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“So far as the village is concerned, ‘sustainability’ would be the ability to keep 

going as it is now and for everybody to make a living, and to keep all the shops that 

we have open, to have…all the vital services – the ability to keep all that viable…” 

[CA A03]. 

“…I think the problem…is what you might call critical mass and at the moment 

everything is just too small. And you need more people…more businesses,…more 

public transport, you need more, better local government, better quality of planning 

officer…to make it sustainable” [PL A05]. 

The latter quote indicates that community sustainability is also dependent on effective 

governance and decision-making at the local scale. Nonetheless, some private landowner 

participants felt that development in order to foster population growth must be ‘cohesive’ 

and appropriate, and not ‘over-ambitious’. The implications of private landowning power 

in permitting or constraining local development, which will be considered throughout the 

following chapters, illustrates the perception of their role as ‘rural planners’ (MacGregor, 

1993). 

 

A sense of community spirit, common interest and ‘pulling together’ is asserted as central 

to notions of community sustainability. Community members highlight past ‘sustainability’ 

to include: 

“…there was quite a bit of…common interest…common entertainments. Things 

like curling clubs and WRIs, bowls, and… It was people looking out for each 

[other]…And I suppose inter-dependence really...” [CA A05]. 

Aspects of community cohesion considered to promote sustainability include a welcoming 

attitude to the incoming population, and similarly, involvement by the incoming population 

in community events and activities: 

“I do network a lot with people to try and get them to events in the hall…you’ve 

got to get out, present yourself to newcomers to the village, then they feel welcome 

and will be involved in things...” [CA A01]. 

Some community members however, also demonstrate a contradictory attitude to the 

‘incomers’ and their community involvement, demonstrating potential community splits 

and power issues, for example: 

[AM: What makes it a sustainable community?] 

“People working together. The crofters work together, but there’s a lot of people 

trying to put obstacles in our way…Like these people coming in. Incomers - they 

want to change things, but we are happy with the way it has been” [CA A06]. 
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This key theme will be further discussed in the following chapter. Nonetheless, community 

survey respondents assert that trust and consideration are central to community 

sustainability: “Equal respect for all who live in our community. Being kind and 

considerate to others.” [CSR A01]. 

 

Other potential indicators of community sustainability mention the frequency of use of the 

village hall, and the number of active clubs and social activities within the community. It is 

therefore perceived that a sense of community vibrancy and diversity contributes to 

maintaining a mixed and growing population (including the current population and in 

attracting new community members), as well as promoting thriving shops and service 

viability: 

“[A01] seems to be an attractive village, and there is people coming into the 

village, and it is seen as a good place to bring up your children…And we are 

attractive for visitors for the caravan park – it’s thriving. So I think it is 

sustainable…” [CA A01]. 

In addition, it is believed that community sustainability would be promoted with the 

grasping of perceived ‘opportunities’ and through learning from the success of other rural 

communities. Such opportunities include housing developments (especially those suitable 

for younger cohorts), establishing a community shop, market and local food network 

(including in particular the promotion of local venison), as well as allotments and 

community composting. The growth of specialist retailers selling high-value goods on a 

small scale is also considered a community opportunity, as well as the provision of offices 

for potential business development. Community and landowner ideas and views on 

‘opportunities’ include: 

[AM: …to help make [A03] a ‘sustainable’…community, would be to add other 

sort of enterprises that are going to continue, whatever the market?] 

“Ideally, yes… you don’t want a huge industrial estate…[something] that doesn’t 

take up much space and handles a lot of value. Something like that would be very 

useful” [CA A03]. 

The growth of tourism and renewable energy are also stated as opportunities for a 

‘sustainable community’ by the community survey respondents, although the latter was 

disputed by several respondents in A01, one explaining that: 

“…it is the beauty of the area that is its main strength…We certainly don't need 

wind farms and other dubious 'industries' that might provide some employment but 

destroy the natural beauty of the area” [CSR A01]. 
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The theme of the growth of amenity within the community and social activity for 

‘sustainable development’ is stressed, including the perceived need to build resilience with 

improved public transport and accessibility, which it is hoped would overcome issues of 

remoteness and seasonality. Community members also express a wish for a ‘morale boost’, 

which they feel would contribute to community sustainability, whilst others felt that their 

community already benefited from a sense of well-being and indeed, being in general ‘well 

off’. There is a fear that significant change could potentially result in a loss of community 

identity and cohesion, a further key factor in case study participant definitions of 

‘sustainable community’. At least some, however, do accept a ‘need for change’. 

 

Growing community self-sufficiency is also considered conducive to community 

sustainability, in addition to ensuring a sustainable ‘income’, although not always through 

‘just a job’. The case studies illustrate that many economically-active members of the 

community are participating in several income-generating activities, beyond their central 

‘career’, which may be considered pluriactivity (see van der Ploeg et al., 2000). This is 

considered fundamental in reaching desired income levels. Case study participants 

highlight links with the sustainability ‘pros’ and ‘cons’ of the current crofting system in 

providing land for ‘self-sufficiency’, which again requires pluriactivity. As one interviewee 

explains: 

“the area I have keeps me going in firewood the whole year – well, that saves me 

having to buy firewood – so it’s part of my ‘sustainability’…” [CA A02]. 

Community survey respondents also request that land is made available by the estate for 

housing and business development for community sustainability, for example: “a 

reparation of estate agricultural ground…for crofting and sustainable housing, business 

units” [CSR A04]. This potential estate role will be considered in detail in forthcoming 

chapters. 

 

Community sustainability is further perceived as requiring increasing community 

awareness, and that there is a need to understand and generate community-based 

definitions and action plans. Achieving community sustainability is considered an ‘ethic’, 

which requires a ‘pulling together’, and an awareness of the need for ‘self-action’, for 

example in generating local businesses, required to underpin community economic 

sustainability. As one community member asserts: 



Page | 116 

 

“…there has got to be an awareness within the place that you know, if you don’t do 

it yourself then it’s not going to happen….I think people are aware of that, but it’s 

teaching the children as well…it’s an ethic…” [CA A04]. 

The case studies at times indicate a lack of ‘sustainability awareness’ held by community 

members: as one estate manager explains: 

“…it is still an emerging concept for a lot of people…a lot of people use the words, 

but again, none of us really know whether we are using the words to mean the same 

thing” [EM A01]. 

This quote reiterates the challenges of establishing and communicating lay definitions of 

‘sustainability’. Community members believe it is crucial that the estate holds an 

understanding of community views on sustainable development (thus knowledge of the 

community definition). Community survey respondents feel strongly that community 

sustainability requires greater community involvement in land management decisions, a 

community awareness of estate planning, as well as the maintenance of a close relationship 

between estate and community: 

“It would be helpful if we could see a strategic short term/medium term/ long term 

plan for the estate setting out its objectives/timescales to the achieved and how the 

residents might be involved” [CSR A06]. 

The central role of the relationship between the estate and the community, and its 

implications for sustainable development will be a focus of forthcoming chapters. 

 

Finally, community survey respondents place a requirement of diversification, 

modernization, investment and the effective use of natural and human resources within 

their definition of a ‘sustainable community’, explaining for example that: 

“[A03] cannot rest on its laurels anymore. It requires to still be “quaint” yet gear up 

to life in the 21st Century…” [CSR A03]. 

Furthermore, there is a need for: “an identification of the factors which hinder sustainable 

progress and what resources can be utilised to create sustainable wealth” [CSR A04]. 

Community suggestions include tourism developments and an increase in internet 

connection speed. A01 community survey respondents suggest their community adopt the 

‘transition movement’ as a practical step towards sustainability. The key factors for 

community sustainability, as detailed by the case study participants, are summarised in 

Figure 6.2.1, ‘sustainable community cycle’ (cf. Section 6.3.4).  
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Figure 6.2.1 ‘Sustainable community cycle’ 

6.2.2. Influencing factors and constraints to community sustainability 

Case study participants identified several key constraining factors, on a range of scales that 

they believed to have a significant influence on the potential for community sustainability. 

Community survey responses on the issue of ‘constraints’ to community sustainability are 

minimal because this was not a direct question in the questionnaire. Factors may however, 

be derived from in-depth responses, and are presented where appropriate. 

 

On the local scale, it was felt that community sustainability is inhibited by the loss, or 

potential loss, of key services, employment and housing. The decline or relocation of 

industry, as well as the decrease of housing for key workers (often due to a rise in holiday 

homes, a theme discussed below) has resulted in many negative knock-on effects, for 

example: 

“…if one or both of these big employers somehow disappeared, then you could 

have some problems….if the processing plant was to shut, and somebody decided 

to relocate it somewhere else…then what’s left in the community…for people 

locally?” [CA A05]. 

Although community members feel that they ‘can’t go back’, they frequently give 

examples of their community being allegedly more ‘sustainable’ in the past, including 
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previous times when key employers were in business and the village had a school and 

shop. Other observations include: 

“[CA A05] thinks you have to look back – maybe 40-50 years – when everyone 

was much more self-sufficient, growing their own vegetables and keeping their 

own livestock – ‘everyone gets it too easy now’” [CSD A05]. 

Community ‘unsustainability’ is also associated with remoteness, lack of change, and 

mobility, highlighting a need for employment diversification. Furthermore, in addition to 

community sustainability, a sense of local decline is also felt to impact on tourism growth 

potential. 

 

The socio-economic impacts of increased commuting within the case study communities 

are also identified as likely barriers to community sustainability. The commuting 

population are believed to have less involvement with the wider community and activities, 

and predominantly shop in big supermarkets, rather than the local shop: 

“…we need more businesses and more community involvement, yes, instead of 

people just getting up in the morning and zipping off to [city], doing their shop in 

[city] and then coming home, closing their doors and they don’t get involved at all 

in the community…” [CA A01]. 

The loss of local shops is considered a significant aspect of community ‘unsustainability’, 

due to limited demand, referring back to issues of the need for ‘critical mass’, for example: 

“I don’t know if it’s a big enough community to support a shop…the reality is, 

during the day, most people work, so they are not going to be going to the shop 

during the day…what’s the reality of that… for a commercial business?” [CA 

A05]. 

It may be inferred that certain case study participants perceive the commuting population 

not to contribute to the ‘critical mass’ required to retain certain key services and 

community spirit. However, some community members believe that commuting may 

decline with rising fuel prices, in which case its negative impacts may be reversed. 

 

Shifting from the local scale and the influence of individual behaviour, it is also felt that 

societal change, global-scale influences and modernisation may be considered constraints 

to ‘community sustainability’. Changes in society’s views regarding women in work, 

social life activities, and aspirations of wealth and home ownership are believed, by both 

community and landowner participants, to have a negative influence on community 

sustainability. ‘Unsustainable’ lifestyles, which are perceived within the community, 
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include for example the increase in car ownership, import of global food, and changing 

family values: 

“Well, family life has changed a lot over the last 30 years…our expectations of 

what we need have actually gone up a lot” [CA A02]. 

Global forces are also in evidence in the location of large employers. As mentioned, 

community members consider that a reliance on external companies can lead to potential 

community unsustainability. In one case study community, significant unemployment had 

resulted from the closure of a central employment activity, with impacts described as 

follows: 

“…we live in a global world. The impact of the large business…and I think this 

may be a demonstration of it…has a very inhumane face. You know, it is statistics 

and profits in a slightly different way and it is also very removed from local 

knowledge”  [EF A04]. 

This interviewee points out that rural communities should have a certain level of control 

over assets and resources within their locality, and derive benefit from them. Other 

interviewees focus on the need for local decision-making and self-sufficiency in a 

definition of a ‘sustainable community’. 

 

Furthermore, the case studies highlight the influence on sustainable community 

development of external governance and institutional structures, for example local and 

national political agendas, the influence of agencies such as Scottish Natural Heritage, and 

issues around a reliance on public money. Community members and estate management 

thus explain: 

[AM: Do you think it’s a sustainable community?] 

“I think it is, if…the political agenda doesn’t destroy the land 

management…there’s an agenda coming out of Europe that…anything with wings 

has to be protected above anything on two legs, and…face it – this place is what it 

is because of the grouse …” [CA A03]. 

“… if you go to…Westminster or probably Holyrood, and ask them, they’ll bang 

on about ‘oh these communities out in the wilds, only survive because we pay 

them’…and it’s absolutely not true…We produce something like £200million 

worth of primary production every year…And we get back a few piddly little 

grants...” [EM A04]. 

 

These quotes illustrate a perceived difference and distance in views on the national scale 

and in the political arena, to those held within rural communities, regarding the route to 

sustainability. A further sustainability barrier perceived by one community member 
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considers the potential for affordable housing development, suggesting that government 

views on ‘sustainable communities’ are urban-centric: 

“…I know [affordable housing is] a really difficult thing just now, because of the 

government grants…and the fact that developing in rural areas is so expensive, and 

the government just doesn’t appreciate that!” [CA A05]. 

This apparent divide in local and national perceptions of ‘sustainable communities’ 

indicates that those in governance roles have not engaged with the ‘sustainability’ 

definitions of rural community members, and are not therefore currently providing 

appropriate support. Top-down support for achieving a ‘sustainable community’ should 

consider the real cost of development in conjunction with the wider ‘public good’ 

contribution made by many rural areas. 

 

Community sustainability is also believed to be constrained by potential environmental 

change and protection-focussed policy. For example, the increasing tick problem in upland 

areas is perceived as a threat to continuing traditional land management, with associated 

socio-economic benefits. Furthermore, the environmental sustainability of fish farming, a 

key employer in several case study communities, is considered a balance of economic and 

environmental aspects: 

“…take the loch and the shore, which is full of oysters and mussels…[Company] 

say’s that it only enhances things for the future…I am not too sure…but without 

oysters and mussels, and in some instances, salmon, you know, their economy 

would be worse off” [CA A05]. 

The viability of upland farming due to environmental degradation and changing practices 

is also a concern, thus constituting a barrier to sustainable community development: 

“…it seems to me that all of these hill sides that have been allowed to go 

to…rushes and bracken, and the skills of shepherding which are lost...it is all jolly 

fine to have lovely, indigenous older trees, but…what about the viability of the 

agriculture?” [CA A05]. 

Community survey respondents further raise the viability of agriculture as a constraint to 

their vision of ‘community sustainability’, whilst acknowledging that this is an issue 

beyond the control of the community, with land management decisions influenced by 

European and global market forces. 

 

Finally, responses to the community survey in several case studies also illustrated 

perceptions that the current landowner or system of private estate ownership inhibits 

sustainability in the community, and that the potential route to a sustainable community 
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thus would involve community acquisition of the estate. Community members express a 

sense that the landowner has ‘too much say’ on local development, and give examples of 

landowner opposition to developments. Respondents feel that ‘non-local’ management 

demonstrates landownership that has ‘no long term interest’ in the estate and community. 

One extreme end of community views is that: 

“The community badly wants change from this superior. The community itself has 

changed in my time - less crofting, more incomers, house prices rocketing. There is 

a different dynamic altogether - one which could well result in a buyout. There is 

no vision whatsoever from [owner] towards this community - we want a sustainable 

community and I believe we have the power to get that” [CSR A06]. 

This viewpoint confirms the power shift as a result of the LRSA, as considered by 

communities, in addition to government. This perceived element of community 

unsustainability has fundamental implications for the relationship between private 

landowner and community, to be explored in the following chapters (cf. summary in 

Section 6.3.4). 

6.2.3. Defining ‘community’ on the contemporary Scottish upland estate 

Working towards a definition of ‘sustainable rural estate community’ requires an 

investigation and discussion of the contested concept of ‘community’ - specifically the 

existence and construction of the ‘estate community’ in rural, upland Scotland - in order to 

clarify who plays a part in and thus would benefit from local-level sustainable 

development,. As detailed in the literature review, the estate community may have been 

more clearly recognizable in previous centuries due to the predominance of estate 

employment, tied housing and agricultural tenantry (see Bird, 1982, MacGregor and 

Robertson, 1987, amongst others). In recent decades, with diminishing direct estate 

employment, the abolition of feudal tenure and the changing face of rural communities (cf. 

Chapters 2 and 3), the ‘estate community’ will have undoubtedly undergone significant 

change. The case studies investigated whether community members and landowners 

believe in the existence of a distinct ‘estate community’ and if they consider themselves 

members. Figure 6.2.3 presents the percentage of community survey respondents who do 

and who do not consider themselves members of the ‘estate community’, with a diversity 

of responses visible across the case studies. The reasons behind this diversity are 

considered further through interview discussions. Furthermore, this conceptual exploration 

questioned whether the contemporary ‘estate community’ may be considered a 

‘community of place’, for example, located within estate boundaries, or a ‘community of 

interest’, pertinent to evaluating the impact of the LRSA.  
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Figure 6.2.3 Percentage of community survey respondents who do and who do not consider themselves 

members of the ‘estate community’. 

In the broadest sense, community members and estate management incorporate all those 

who are resident on the estate and in the associated local settlement in their ‘estate 

community’ definition, whether in estate-owned or owner-occupied property; as one estate 

manager explains, the estate community includes those “who have a link or an association 

with this geographical place, as wide as that” [EM A04]. Community survey respondents 

who agree that they are members of the ‘estate community’ note that they are resident on 

estate land, that they are ‘neighbours’ or, as owner-occupiers, that they are surrounded by 

the estate. Geographical descriptions of the ‘estate community’ further include: 

“…every single person that lives in the [A01 location], is connected to the estate – 

because they live on it, or around it, or within it, in little packages” [EM A01]. 

The interviews illustrate, to a certain extent, the power and influence held by the 

landowner and estate management in the geographical location.  This includes, for 

example, the population of a certain settlement within the estate community because the 

estate permitted development there.  

 

On the other hand, some participants exclude those who are resident within estate 

boundaries or within an associated settlement, claiming that these groups would be 

unlikely to associate themselves with the ‘estate’ - arguably thus a social, rather than a 

territorial construction - or that there are not enough residents to be called a ‘community’: 
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“…there [are] only two families at the most and you can hardly call that a 

community” [CA A03]. 

[AM: Would you say that the people in [A06 village] associate themselves with the 

estate or they associate themselves with [A06 village]?] 

“I think they associate themselves with [A06 village] would be my feeling…I mean 

to some extent that I do really...” [PL A06]. 

The latter quote illustrates a perception of a landowner that s/he is a part of the 

‘community’, which is not necessarily defined by the estate itself. This view casts doubt on 

the relevance of the conceptualization of the ‘estate community’, a view also held by 

community survey respondents, several of whom perceive themselves as separate from the 

‘estate community’. They explain that they consider themselves ‘village’ rather than estate 

community members, and furthermore that they don’t believe in the concept of the estate 

community: “beyond its actual business operations I don't believe the 'estate community' 

exists” [CSR A01]. 

 

Supporting a definition based on a community of ‘interest’, interview data does however 

illustrate that the estate community includes those who are tenants on the estate, including 

residential, agricultural and commercial tenants: 

“[those] who rent from the estate and either work for them – either rent farms and 

land – okay, they work the farms and the land themselves but they rent from it” 

[CA A01]. 

“…there’s also the community up behind the [A03 location], which is sort of an 

estate community because they are…either living in tied or rented 

accommodation…” [CA A03]. 

One estate manager describes a decline in estate ownership and property rental, thus 

indicating a changing definition of the ‘estate community’ to previous decades:  

“…when [A01 Estate] owned a lot more property in the village, then that might 

have been the case...” [EM A01]. 

A membership based on estate employment is reiterated by community survey 

respondents, whilst on the other hand, several who selected ‘no’ – i.e., they are not 

members of the estate community – explain that they were not employees, tenants or 

residents of the estate. One community survey respondent highlights a perception of the 

estate community as separate to the definition of the crofting community: 

“As this is a crofting estate it is not like a private one, where people live and work 

for one family and usually live in Estate houses that goes with the job” [CSR A06]. 
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However, one landowner specifically considers these members of the ‘estate community’ 

as ‘partners’ in the estate:  

“…the crofters obviously have the strongest relationship to the estate because that’s 

what crofting tenures are...” [PL A06]. 

Arguably these groups of business and residential tenants may be considered part of an 

‘estate community’ as a ‘community of interest’, because they are connected to the estate 

business through a financial partnership. The financial stake of this ‘estate community’ in 

the estate will likely have an influence over landowner-community interaction, and the 

inter-related nature of estate and community sustainability.  

 

Furthermore, many participants outline a definition based on a ‘community of interest’ that 

also includes those who are direct and indirect employees of the estates, as well as retired 

employees, and employee families. Some participants include those who contribute to the 

estate business, for example, contractors and commercial tenants. Estates highlight the 

employee-centred basis of the ‘estate community’, including:  

“…the people who work here, who get their employment and money from the 

estate are the centre…” [EM A04]. 

Interviewees reiterate that the invitation list to an estate party typically includes tenants and 

employees (both direct and indirect), as well as their partners and family, which broadens 

this definition. On the other hand, others believe that the ‘estate community’ is a small 

entity, if it exists at all: 

“I don’t think it’s big enough to have any sort of an ‘estate community’…They 

only have two employees…” [CA A03]. 

“…it’s not that there’s a great band of them working for the [A06] Estate. There’s a 

number of people, some of whom their incomes come from the fish farm but that’s 

rather different” [PL A06]. 

These participants limit their definition of the contemporary ‘estate community’ to those 

currently directly employed, with the latter quote indicating that the indirect employees 

would be unlikely to associate themselves with the estate.  

 

However, community members who are self-employed describe a connection and sense of 

belonging to the estate community, with previous employment and an ongoing business 

relationship. This connection may be based in the historical existence of the estate 

community: 



Page | 125 

 

“…if you think what used to be employed here in the estate…8 gardeners, 8 

keepers, 8 or 10 in the house, builders, joiners…it was a community in its own…” 

[CA A05]. 

“…it was like an estate community, because you were all living in a tied house and 

mostly everybody worked on the estate…” [CA A05]. 

Furthermore, the theme of ‘belonging’ to the estate community is developed within the 

definitions of community and estate management participants. Those who ‘belong’ to the 

estate range from the private landowners’ immediate family to regular estate visitors and 

holiday-makers, for example: 

“I have got the [PL name] family, which is my children…my Mum…my auntie, 

my sister…That’s one community” [PL A02]. 

“…people who have probably…taken a cottage...they have a considerable 

commitment…people who come every year, even though they only come for a 

short time…I would include them in the community” [EF A04]. 

The previous quote provides an overlap between the estate community, those who have a 

sense of belonging, and those who are direct residents and tenants. One estate manager 

explains that the ‘estate community’ is a ‘community within a community’, and whilst it is 

‘independent’, it is also:  

“…equally an important part within the community – both traditionally and almost 

culturally…We are all involved in the same lifestyle” [EM A02]. 

This sense of a ‘shared lifestyle’ on the estate is replicated in the definitions provided by 

other estate managers and community members who state that there is a ‘community 

spirit’, they ‘work as a community’ and the desire by some estate employees to build their 

own home on the estate, in order to ‘establish themselves’ within a perceived estate 

community. Community survey respondents also highlight shared interests (e.g. ‘property 

maintenance and the environment’), interconnections between estate and community 

survival that the community ‘cares about the estate’ (it is ‘integral’) and the estate takes 

interest in community affairs, explaining for example: “This is our home and our 

community. We play some part in its survival” [CSR A01]. 

Similarly, several participants, both community members and landowners 

themselves, connect their definition of the ‘estate community’ to a perceived responsibility 

for the ‘community’ on the part of the landowner, for example: 

“I serve a number of communities… so I’ve got some responsibility” [PL A02]. 

“…it’s a kind of paternalistic thing with the estate that they kind of look after [the 

estate community]…” [CA A04]. 
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Community survey respondents consider themselves members of the estate community 

because they are ‘vitally interested’ in estate activity due to the proximity of the estate to 

their home, are keen to preserve the ‘natural environment’ on the estate, and highlight the 

“impact on community development by actions of landowners” [CSR A05]. The 

responsibility discourse highlights the potential role of the private landowner, and the 

implications of this perceived ‘sense of responsibility’ in landowner-community relations, 

a theme to be developed in forthcoming chapters. 

 

However, defining the ‘estate community’ is complicated by declining traditional estate 

enterprise and shifting objectives (e.g. a decline in direct estate employment and tied 

housing), in conjunction with wider rural transformation such as increasing accessibility 

and in-migration (cf. Chapter 3). Participants explain that the sense of community, and a 

close connection, has been lost in recent decades: 

“…the community has broken down…where you have no physical barrier and good 

communication, and transport - then you have…an amalgam of communities…” 

[PL A02]. 

“There was a time when the estate was very closely drawn together but…there 

were many more people employed directly…” [CA A05]. 

“…there are a lot of new people coming in…ok, they live on the estate, but they’re 

not a tied house so they’re not really connected to the estate” [CA A05]. 

Thus, at the extreme, there is a sense within the community that the ‘estate community’ is 

no longer in existence, due to the extent of rural society and infrastructural change. As one 

participant explains, “it doesn’t really mean anything nowadays” [EF A02]. Those who are 

resident on the estate and in the associated settlements are thus less likely to associate 

themselves with ‘the estate’: 

“… anybody who lives out of the estate and is surrounded by [A01] land…would 

just see themselves as just being an owner-occupier that just happens to be 

surrounded by a particular landowner…I would be surprised if many people in 

[A01 village] would see themselves as part of an estate community” [EM A01]. 

“…I don’t really think that anybody has any distinct feelings as to whether they live 

in a croft house or a council house” [CA A06]. 

This ‘disconnect’ is emphasized by community survey respondents who describe a sense of 

feudalism, a lack of community consultation by the estate, and a lack of cohesion between 

the estate and community; for example: 
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“There's no cohesion in the sense of an estate community…Nothing is organised or 

put together for us. We only know we're on an estate because of occasional 

interference” [CSR A06]. 

However, this perception of independence is countered by one community member who 

feels that community members may not realize the extent of the interconnection between 

the community and the estate: 

“It’s not an estate community, because most people wouldn’t consider themselves 

belonging to one or other estate, but it is totally dependent on the estates and…that 

it’s probably one of the few relatively large communities that are dependent in that 

way…” [CA A03]. 

The theme of inter-relationship is fundamental to this thesis. The widely perceived 

disconnect, lack of cohesion or awareness of interconnections may be a symptom of a 

changing rural population. Wider discussions on the conceptualization and contemporary 

definition of the estate community raised issues of its dependence on the current landowner 

(and community-held uncertainties for the future), as well as perceptions and illustrations 

of a divide between elements of the ‘community of place’, for example tensions and 

separation between the ‘village’ and ‘estate community’. These community tensions and 

uncertainties, and their influence on community-landowner interactions, and potential for 

sustainability, will also be developed in the following chapters. 

 

Finally, an understanding of ‘estate community’ explained by community survey responses 

includes an estate community membership based on positive interactions between the 

estate and the community. This understanding is in contrast to explanations of 

‘disconnect’. Certain community survey respondents explain that they consider themselves 

members of the estate community due to a good relationship with estate, owner, factor and 

other estate employees, a diminishing sense of feudalism, and a welcoming and helpful 

relationship, which is believed to attract visitors/second home owners. They feel part of the 

‘estate community’ because they are part of community groups supported by the estate, 

they utilise estate facilities made available to them (e.g. pathways, leisure centres) and that 

they are invited to estate events, for example:  

“[A01] is a small village where everybody knows the employees of the estate. We 

walk all the time on estate land and use the facilities the estate offers” [CSR A01].  

“Close links through factor, etc.” [CSR A02].  
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These expressed connections with the estate indicates the role of the estate in fostering a 

sense of ‘estate community’, and maintaining community cohesion through encouraging 

community ‘use’ of the estate, and ensuring positive relations. 

6.2.4. The role of the estate in promoting [rural estate] community 

sustainability 

In conjunction with discussions of ‘[estate] community sustainability’, the issue of the 

influence of the estate on community sustainability arose. Participants explained that the 

estate has a key role to play in exploring ‘opportunities’ for sustainability, as described 

earlier in this chapter, including housing and renewable energy developments. For 

example: 

“…I believe the estate…are very, very good at not sitting on their bums…They are 

looking for new opportunities…they run a business – they are looking at their own 

sustainability…to be green, they are looking at renewable fuels and they lead it. 

And there is no question that creates work and it rubs off on the community…” 

[CA A01]. 

The role of the estate includes ensuring ‘sympathetic’ development and providing land for 

community use, for example as crofts. These suggested ‘roles’ include: 

“…looking at the energy issues, and the food issues, and the materials issues, and 

making sure we do things in…as sympathetic a way as possible…[and] either in 

making land available for allotments, for people to grow their own vegetables, or 

working with farm tenants to produce local staple foods, or providing, selling, 

wood chips or wood pellets locally for heating systems” [EM A01]. 

 

Furthermore, all participant groups share the belief that community sustainability is, and 

would be, influenced significantly (positively and negatively) by current landownership or 

a change of ownership: 

“…there’s a possibility that if it passed into different ownership it would be run 

along different lines…not as an intention to create a sustainable community, but as 

a sporting asset for a wealthy family” [PL A04]. 

‘The biggest problem here is [perceived to be a] lack of diversity of landownership, 

therefore stifling sustainable development of the community’ [CSD A04]. 

Participants explain that the estate’s economic viability has both direct and indirect impacts 

on community sustainability, according to the objectives of the estate business and 

opportunities for community enterprise. The estate is also perceived to have weight in 

community sustainability issues through its role as a facilitator and ‘listener’, and 

fundamentally through the relationship between the estate and community, a central theme 
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of forthcoming chapters. A landowning participant describes the potential role of the estate 

in promoting community sustainability: 

“…if something good could happen - the estate would be very happy to what I call 

facilitate it…the estate can sometimes give a little help like…recommending [CA] 

as a contractor…We’re always going to be limited to a certain 

degree…financially…” [PL A06]. 

Nonetheless, an estate ‘responsibility’ for the community and its sustainability is 

considered by a further landowner participant to be a ‘thing of the past’, and an emerging 

discourse of estate-facilitated community empowerment is highlighted. Section 6.3.4 

provides a summary of the definition of ‘sustainable rural estate community’, and 

‘sustainable estate’ (cf. Section 6.3); Chapter 9 further considers the role of the private 

landowner. 

6.3. Defining a ‘sustainable estate’ and ‘sustainable estate 

management’  

6.3.1. Requirements for a ‘sustainable estate’ 

A range of understandings and an emerging definition of ‘sustainability’ in the context of 

the Scottish upland estate were explored in interviews, informal conversations and survey 

responses from case study community members, estate management and private 

landowners. In a similar manner to establishing definitions of the ‘sustainable estate 

community’, several key areas of progress and positive change were perceived to be 

required for ‘sustainable estate management’ and achieving a ‘sustainable estate’. The 

question of ‘estate sustainability’ was investigated in the survey of private landowners (see 

Appendix M for a table illustrating private landowner responses), and common themes are 

evident in the case study data. 

 

Within the case studies, landowners, estate management and community actors provide 

broad perceptions and definitions of ‘sustainability’, basing these views in moral and 

political contexts, as well as describing issues of current ‘unsustainability’. For example:  

“…clearly it is about a balance between environment, about people’s social needs, 

cultural needs – and economic needs…my concern is about how achievable is it 

really, in a world where population continues to grow at a fast rate…globally…we 

are not living in a sustainable way” [EM A01]. 
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‘Sustainability’ and ‘sustainable development’ are further highlighted as concepts of 

balance, from a global (e.g. food security issues), to a local (e.g. estate management) scale. 

As noted in one case study, estate sustainability is inter-linked with the global scale: 

“[CA A05] asked what does ‘sustainability’ mean for estate management? He 

thinks ‘sustainable development’ and ‘sustainability’ are useless words/concepts 

unless thought about globally. The whole pub agreed and discussed this…using 

examples like local biomass since they live in a forested area” [CSD A05]. 

The participants draw on environmentalist and conservation viewpoints, although some 

believe these to be incompatible with sustainable land management, as explained by one 

respondent: 

“[Sustainability] certainly doesn’t mean what’s happening anyway…the 

conservationists have ruined our countryside… here’s our government…paying us 

£35 to put our sheep off the mountains…And there is no need for it – the hills are 

under-grazed…” [CA A02]. 

Indeed, one community survey respondent states that estate sustainability would be 

improved with “more effective control of ticks to enhance grouse numbers” [CSR A02], 

generating a definition based, rather narrowly, on land use profitability. 

 

Fundamentally, estate management and community members assert that estate 

sustainability depends on the personality type, motivations, level of control and world view 

of private landowners (and estate managers), for example, their views regarding climate 

change, and the need for ‘sustainable’ action: 

“… a lot of what’s happening on the estate now is because that’s what I believe in” 

[EM A01]. 

 “…one of the key factors to sustainability - the type of control. Is it a trust? Is it a 

foundation? A business consortium? Is it a family? A dynasty? Is it one individual? 

Or is it husband and wife? Is it…family money, or inheritance? All these 

things…to a large extent will define what factors are likely to result in the 

sustainability of the estate or otherwise” [CA A06]. 

“That single individual in an autocratic kind of way, can influence very much…the 

sustainability of the estate…[PL A06] could have a huge influence on whether or 

not people believe that [A06] is a good place to live or not” [CA A06]. 

This basis for defining a ‘sustainable estate’ underlines the inherently influential nature of 

landownership; sustainability on the estate scale will be unachievable if it is not the will of 

the owner, whether private or otherwise. Indeed, whilst some community survey 

respondents state that they are “happy with the current set up” [CSR A06], and that the 

private landowner is “perfectly entitled to make [their] own decisions” [CSR A04], others 
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claimed that estate sustainability is not achievable with the current landowner or ownership 

model – a view obviously not expressed by the landowner or estate management 

participants. Community ownership is promoted as the more ‘sustainable’ option. Thus: 

“community buy-out is the only way ahead” [CSR A04]. Issues of power, and a perceived 

lack of vision, generosity or asset sharing with the community, on the part of the private 

landowner explain this extreme community view, a key point for later discussion. 

 

Several participants also explain that the concept of ‘sustainability’ was widely ill-defined, 

mis-used, and too subjective, and thus that they are reluctant to build on weak definitional 

ground, or feel too uninformed to contribute their views. Interviewees and community 

survey respondents exclaim that they “don’t find it a very helpful word” [EM A01], and 

“fit [what] do you mean by that?” [CA A03]. One estate family member feels that estate 

sustainability is inherently personal to the family, and a subjective definition is therefore a 

direct judgment on past management decisions, as reflected in the case study diary as 

follows: 

“…she was quite defensive when I launched in with the ‘sustainability of the 

estate’ question – that it needed more definition and it wasn’t her place to judge 

what decisions had been made here” [CSD A04]. 

Estate managers highlight the implications of a ‘sustainable anything’ type definition, thus: 

[AM: Do you think [A02 Estate] is heading towards this idea of sustainable 

development?] 

“Yes, I do, I do, because the word ‘sustainable’ can mean all sorts of different 

things to different people” [EM A02]. 

Others confirm the key role held by private landowners when addressing estate 

sustainability, but feel that landowners and estate management are lacking direction and an 

understanding of the practical action required for this goal: 

“…the first thing is understanding what it means, because…you can’t really begin 

to apply it…there seems to be a growing realisation that landowners have an 

important part to play, but maybe there needs to be…more direction about how that 

can be done” [EM A01]. 

A perceived lack of knowledge or understanding of the requirements for ‘sustainability’ 

may, however, be cynically viewed as a tactic of avoiding responsibility on the part of 

landowners and estate management who claim to be ‘stewards’ of the land. Nonetheless it 

does confirm, to a certain extent, the lack of interaction and engagement of land 

management practices and processes in the sustainability discourse. This lack of 
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engagement reiterates the need to understand the lay definitions of those involved in land 

management, in order to ensure the successful implementation of ‘sustainability’ focused 

policy, for example the Land Use Strategy (Scottish Government, 2011a). 

 

‘Estate sustainability’ is further described by participants as multi-faceted (i.e. estates must 

undertake a range of activities and not just be perceived as sporting entities), and is 

arguably achieved through a shift to ‘multi-functionality’. A ‘sustainable estate’ is in part 

determined by the ‘sustainability’ of the community, and enhanced by the contribution of 

estate ‘sustainable developments’, as well as by estate employment, farming and 

environmental protection. Estate managers also refer to the need for a ‘critical mass’ for 

service provision, incoming trade for estate businesses (thus a reliance on accessibility), 

farming efficiency and production, and conservation activities, confirming a multi-faceted 

and integrated ‘sustainable estates’ definition. For example: 

“…it is all about ensuring that the community…has enough people living in it to 

keep…all the essential services…our role is to ensure that sustainable farming can 

continue here…making sure that the area is accessible, to tourists…it is really a 

complex web of making sure that all those things can go on sustainably…” [EM 

A01]. 

A ‘sustainable estate’ therefore requires a population living and working on the estate 

(linking back to definitions of the ‘sustainable estate community’), and an outward-looking 

perspective by those on the estate, and estate management – not always focussing ‘in-

house’. The inter-connection of estate and community sustainability is expressed by 

landowner interviewees: 

“…to create a successful business developing sustainably the estate and the wider 

economy and community, for the benefit of the owners and the community” [PL 

A04]. 

 “…for there to be…enough jobs for the people who want them, but also enough 

people for the jobs…at the moment that’s the problem here. The business growth is 

restricted…by the lack of people” [PL A05]. 

This theme of ‘shared needs’ is reiterated by community survey respondents who assert 

that more affordable housing provision, local employment and community amenities 

would improve estate sustainability, through contributing to community sustainability. A 

particular focus by the community survey respondents concerned the potential for local 

business development with support and accommodation provision from the estate. “More 

business opportunities” [CSR A05] was suggested, in conjunction with the request to make 

it “easier to realise income opportunities for local people” [CSR A06]. The role of the 
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estate as an enterprise leader and the impact upon community sustainability will be 

considered in later chapters.  

 

It is further highlighted by both community members and estate representatives within the 

case studies that lay definitions of a ‘sustainable estate’ requires decision-making that 

involves, engages and reaches a consensus from all estate ‘stakeholders’. Participants 

explain that the estate cannot work in isolation, and therefore that management must ensure 

effective community engagement and sympathetic development. Community relations are 

thus key to estate sustainability; according to one landowner: sustainability means 

“working with the people” [PL A02]. Issues are raised by participants considering 

landowner absenteeism and the need for residency, in order to promote estate sustainable 

development, thus: 

“…if you make a commitment to living and residing here that sets a whole different 

range of parameters…” [EM A04]. 

The importance of community engagement for estate sustainability is emphasised by 

community survey respondents, describing the need for contact, communication and 

community involvement by estate management and related decision-making. Table 6.3.1 

presents the range of responses from the six case study estates. This strong reaction 

confirms the role of landowner-community engagement in achieving estate and community 

sustainability, and therefore the importance of a positive relationship. Further examples of 

this relationship will be evaluated in forthcoming chapters.  
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Table 6.3.1 Community survey responses that emphasise estate-community engagement in answering ‘what 

do you think would improve the sustainability of the estate as a whole’ 

Case 

Study 

Respondents’ views 

A01 “More contact with Estate Manager - to get repairs done, when requested.” 

“Continued involvement in community groups.” 

“Members of the community as Trustees (don't know if this happens).” 

A02 “Closer links with community.” 

A03 “To hear what locals have to say, and not be "directed by" faceless wonders 

from government quangos.” 

“A resident factor who can see what’s happening day to day!” 

A04 “Better communication, improved signage.” 

A05 “Better communication between Estate and community. More transparent 

approach by Estate. MODERN, DYNAMIC MANAGEMENT!!…Focused 

management and delegation of responsibility. Managing by 'Walking 

About'.” 

A06 “More communication/dialogue between estate and community members.” 

“If the estate actually showed some kind of positive interest in the 

community…” 

 

Landowners and estate management impressed on the researcher that estate ‘sustainability’ 

is an inherent objective for estate management. A ‘sustainable approach’ is fundamental to 

ensure that the estate remains operational and profitable, especially to ensure continuing 

estate employment, and estate economic growth for the ‘next generation’: 

“…the sustainability of the estate is tied in with the objectives of the estate, and that 

is to keep it operational, to keep it profitable…it’s got to work…between 40 and 50 

people rely on a job on the estate…” [EM A02]. 

In some cases, this ‘inherent objective’ translates to maintaining landownership by the 

same owner, or owner’s family, and this goal is dependent on the ‘bottom line’ of estate 

management: “…without having to sell something” [PL A05]. 

Community members, however, express their uncertainty regarding the security of 

current ownership or its passage to the next generation, with one participant predicting the 

sale of the estate:  

“I’m not able to understand how the likes of [PL A05] would be able to…[keep] 

the estate going…I do not see the estate going beyond [PL A05’s] lifetime…” [CA 

A05]. 

Such uncertainty is mirrored in the responses to the private landowners’ survey, with some 

discrepancy evident between those who plan to retain estate ownership in order to ensure 

family inheritance and those that plan to sell the estate (see Figure 6.3.1); this difference is 
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confirmed by comments such as “not decided” and “unsure” by private landowner 

respondents. 

 

Figure 6.3.1 Private landowner survey responses to two closed questions: (i) ‘My long term plans for the 

estate are to pass it on to my heirs’ and (ii) ‘My long term plans for the estate are to sell the estate’. 

Some community members assert that other community members do not realise estate 

uncertainties and have a lack of understanding of estate economics: “Difficult to suggest 

improvements without knowing the costs to the Estate and their finances” [CSR A02]. An 

alternative view is that: 

“I think people in [A05 village]…do recognise the pressures that are on the 

estate…and that it’s not a bed of roses” [CA A05]. 

Notably, a lack of understanding and uncertainty of estate management objectives 

illustrates a potential lack of in-depth engagement and awareness-raising between 

landowner and community, a key theme for discussion in forthcoming chapters. 

Nonetheless, landowners consider the need for economic viability and a central 

landownership motive to retain family ownership a ‘strain’ on them and, consequently, 

estate sustainability.  

 

Participants from across the interviewee groups equate their definition of ‘estate 

sustainability’ with business or economic viability, in addition to profit and progress which 

permits reinvestment, and a contribution to estate business ‘resilience’, for example: 

“…because we don’t have outside income, if we don’t have economic 

sustainability, we are not sustainable…” [PL A02]. 
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“…the most sensible use of the word ‘sustainable’ is in an economic and social 

terms…And so the starting point is to be self-supporting” [PL A05].  

Some participants explain that, although estate management is not profit-driven, the estate 

is required to ‘wash its face’, or cover its running costs. ‘Estate sustainability’ thus requires 

the economic-based and pragmatic decision-making which is demonstrated, for example, 

through the landowner’s decision not to receive a wage for his/her estate management; the 

removal of tied housing benefits for estate employees; or indeed that the estate has no 

direct employees, as it is considered ‘more economic’ to use contractors when required: 

“…you’ve got to identify what is profitable… if you want to be viable here, you’ve 

got to be pragmatic…” [PL A02]. 

This economic basis for sustainability and consequent pragmatic approach is due to the 

need for financial self-sufficiency (where no external funding sources are available).  For 

example:  

“…the main objective is to make it sustainable in respect to finances…There’s no 

pot of money… [and] no grand masters hanging in the house to be sold, to keep it 

going” [EM A05]. 

Undoubtedly, a pragmatic approach to ‘sustainability’ is going to limit the potential for 

private landowners to contribute to community sustainability, and may even prove 

detrimental in some cases. The influence of economically-driven landowner decision-

making will be explored in the following chapter. 

 

Furthermore, the case studies illustrate that ‘estate sustainability’ is dependent on income 

from utilising the land resource (although not to the detriment of the landscape and natural 

environment), and maximising the land’s potential use, e.g. through sporting activities and 

wider tourism, housing and renewable energy developments: 

“…the Estate has got to make money and to make money, it’s got to exploit its 

land…and sporting facilities” [CA A01]. 

“… the sustainable things, as far as I could see on the estate now are the natural 

assets, which should have been fishing and shooting… maybe even hydro power on 

the river again” [CA A05]. 

A ‘sustainable estate’ is thus not perceived as a ‘play thing’, but rather a ‘working 

environment’, providing food, energy, employment, and potentially, carbon sequestration, 

as emphasised in the following quote: 

“…our neighbours will say we exploit the land…my attitude is…it’s a living, 

working environment - it has been for six thousand years...” [PL A02]. 
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Community survey responses also interestingly highlight a need for investment to improve 

estate sustainability. Respondents felt that estate sustainability would be improved with 

“less bureaucracy [and] more support from Government(s)” [CSR A02], as well as with 

local investment and an estate shift towards financial self-sufficiency, and thus “less 

reliance on the tax payer” [CSR A04]. However, this definition of the ‘working’ estate as 

‘sustainable’ may be constrained by funding, management capacity and physical 

geography (thus limiting the potential of the land resource), amongst other factors (c.f. 

Section 6.3.2). 

 

Crucially, changes in estate management practice in order to achieve ‘sustainability’ 

include the development of diversification. Spreading business risk and progress towards 

estate self-sufficiency are also considered conducive to ‘estate sustainability’: 

“We’re not putting all our eggs into one basket – we are spreading the risk…the 

fact that we’ve become so diversified, I would have thought that we had a better 

chance than perhaps some other estates” [EM A02]. 

Diversification is promoted by community survey respondents, who state that 

sustainability may be achieved by ‘being more than a farming and shooting estate’, with 

organic farming and tourism, specifically eco-tourism provided as diversification options. 

Diversification also includes utilising the diversity and strength of employee skills (estate 

‘social capital’), thus, for example minimising the need to pay contractors:  

“…it’s all about ensuring that their staff are able to carry it forward without having 

to rely on contractors to come in. So if a land-based business has their own staff 

who are capable…it just means that the business does operate more sustainably” 

[CA A02]. 

Estates are encouraged to ‘make full use of the current skills mix’ [CSR A06] and motivate 

staff through good treatment, e.g. providing improvements to housing and work 

environment. As one landowner summarises, the estate may be viewed as a rural 

microcosm, and diversification contributes to its strong economy. 

 

The adoption of a long-term view is thus seen as a critical aspect of sustainable estate 

management. Such decision-making for the long term avoids the “quick, if lucrative, fix” 

[CSR, A01], a challenge given the economic need described above. Forestry is provided as 

a good example of this management approach – as it is an investment for the next 

generation, and therefore, an estate enterprise that implies planning for future generations: 
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“Grandad saw [sustainability] in forestry, because timber was tax-free, it was a 

capital growth…I’m saying [sustainability] is short term – tourism, medium term – 

renewable energy, long term – food...and that should mean that we can pass the 

estate over both profitably to my son and geared up for the next 30 – 40 years” [PL 

A02]. 

Such planning is also recommended for the ‘sustainable estate’s’ employee base, in order 

to provide training opportunities and ‘job succession’ with retirement, for example: 

“…they have to plan, because…[EM1 A02] is going to have to retire…they 

need…succession planning… they need somebody to be trained up in [EM1 A02]’s 

boots...” [CA A02]. 

Estate planning for a change of landowner was also believed to be conducive to estate 

sustainability by both community and estate participant groups, illustrated through issues 

with different landowner types and personalities, as well as by examples of unexpected 

landowner death, for example: 

“His Uncle … knew that he was in line with his father for the estate and it was 

just…a way of life. But this is a new thing for a young fellow like [PL A05]. I 

mean, I can’t honestly see most young people wanting to take this on...” [CA A05]. 

Estate sustainability is thus perceived to be achieved through a combination of short-, 

medium- and long-term strategies, with estate management also able to “work out and be 

quick enough off the mark when it’s not viable, in order to change course” [PL A02], thus 

building in flexibility. ‘Flexibility in land use’ [CSR A03] is presented as a likely 

contribution to estate sustainability, including the suggestion that mountain cycle paths are 

developed to ‘open up’ the estate and contribute to sustainable development. There is a 

widely held perception, amongst participants and in wider landownership discourse, that 

estate management must be adaptable for sustainability (cf. Chapter 3). One community 

member considers this an issue of absenteeism: 

“…the estate has to change to survive. It can’t stay as it was, because…there are so 

many examples of estates…[being] broken up, the house has been sold…there’s a 

problem in there, which is to do with absenteeism” [CA A05]. 

The influence of absenteeism, as highlighted previously in Table 6.3.1 with a lack of 

estate-community interaction, is central to discussions below on landowner-community 

relations (cf. Chapter 7), as well as the future of private estate management. 

 

The theme of adaptation and modernisation is further developed by a range of participants, 

who explain that estate sustainability requires, or is currently undertaking, a change of 

practice or action, and a grasping of ‘opportunities’: 
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“…key things that can be tackled would be food, energy, and to some extent, 

materials. And doing things in a way that…if you build a housing estate, then…in 

50 years time…it could be dismantled and returned to agricultural land. So there 

has to be that sort of recyclable element…” [EM A01]. 

The potential for the development of renewable energy is widely considered an 

‘opportunity’ for estate sustainability, in addition to suggestions of the “support for or 

creation of local food networks” [CSR A01]. This definition requires a change in practice 

in order to ‘maintain and enhance natural capital’, and so that estate management does not 

cause irreversible change, thus ensuring environmental balance/protection. Further 

examples provided of ‘sustainable estate management’ include the ability to recycle 

effectively, and enhance biodiversity, on the estate scale: 

“…we have acted as a reservoir of biodiversity…we need to make sure that we 

continue to enhance the biodiversity on the estate” [PL A04]. 

These components of a ‘sustainable estate’ definition are in alignment with ecocentric 

views of sustainability and represent the third pillar of environmental sustainability – 

although this is notably less prominent than economic and social concerns. 

6.3.2. Influencing factors and constraints to estate sustainability 

Case study interviewees explain that factors contributing positively to estate sustainability 

are concurrently influenced by constraining factors. Similar findings were evident in 

responses to the private landowners’ survey (see Appendix N for an illustration of private 

landowner views) and the community survey, although there was no direct question about 

‘constraints’ in the latter. These constraining factors include extensive bureaucratic and 

legal requirements, which play a part in contemporary estate management, for example, in 

applying for grant funding: 

“[The main constraints to sustainability are:] Competitiveness and uncertainty of 

the grant application system” [LSR]. 

“…we often don’t claim for grants, because we then have to declare what we’re 

doing… ‘go through all the hoops’…because of the rules and regulations, we’ve 

become less…self-sufficient” [PL A02]. 

 

Nonetheless, this issue is conversely considered “a pain in the neck, but it’s not a 

showstopper” [PL A04], illustrated by the fact that many estates employ external 

consultants to complete grant applications and many grants are awarded, for example 

under the SRDP.  
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Landowners and estate management also explain that at times they are forced to 

manage for apparently contradicting, and frequently changing, policy goals, on a range of 

scales, surrounding farming, forestry, access, and crofting, amongst others. As one estate 

manager admits, the grant-driven nature of land management has led them to undertake 

unsustainable practices in his view: 

 

“We’ve done a lot of things that I wouldn’t approve of, but because the government 

have told us…the biggest one is farming…Something like 70% of our farm income 

comes in a brown envelope so we just do what they tell us…” [EM A04]. 

 

 

Many of the policy changes mentioned result from land reform legislation in the early 

2000s, and compound the sense of ‘uncertainty’ felt by private estate management. Estate 

management and private landowners raise concerns regarding agricultural tenancies (and 

associated legislation) and the LRSA, two legislative frameworks which are considered to 

limit potential partnerships and income sources. Interview and survey data highlight the 

estate concerns, whilst striving to retain ‘control’, in particular regarding the LRSA: 

 

“Instead of freedom to make agreements between willing business partners we have 

the Agricultural Holdings (Scotland) Act 2003 that is impeding rural development” 

[LSR]. 

 

“…some of the things we do, or we react to – is not because…we’re being bloody-

minded it’s because of the law…land reform, changed the whole thing…suddenly 

there was talk of tenants being allowed to buy their farms, even though it wasn’t for 

sale… So we have to get everything in place to make sure we aren’t exposing 

ourselves where we lose part of our business – we lose control...” [EM A02]. 

 

“…sometimes it’s the law and the planning. You don’t get to weigh it up, they 

weigh it up and then you do as you’re told” [EM A04]. 

 

This challenging bureaucratic, legal and policy arena is believed to be a result of the 

current political agenda, which is perceived by all participant groups as ‘anti’ traditional, 

private estate interests, especially considering certain income sources, for example sport 

shooting and deer management. As one community member claims: 

 

“It’s coming from the government…there always seems to be an inbuilt prejudice 

against landowners by people who really don’t know very much about it…It’s 

entirely unfounded” [CA A03].  
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These policy constraints to estate sustainability are also believed by estate representatives 

to reduce estate economic viability and potential for ‘self-sufficiency’. The ‘tax burden’ 

placed on the private landowning sector is stressed as inhibiting estate activities and 

development:  

 

“…what they’ve done is taxed us, and then it’s made us unviable. So when it’s 

made it unviable, they’ve suddenly said…‘we need production of stuff’. So they 

then give you a subsidy…we are spending 50% of our time, servicing government. 

So the whole thing is very quickly becoming unsustainable” [PL A02]. 

 

This landowner believes that the removal of subsidies and associated bureaucracy would 

create a faster, more efficient and sustainable land management system. Others protest at 

different taxation systems impacting on different ownership types and the impact of 

inheritance tax: 

 

“Tax, particularly Inheritance Tax is a big disincentive for future generations to 

retain assets in this country” [PLSR]. 

 

“…why should the [A03] estate be in the capital taxation regime and [neighbouring 

NGO-owned] estate not be…[When] so much of the beneficial interest has been 

taken away from the land…why should they be taxed differently?” [PL A03]. 

 

This protest highlights the influence of external policy and legislation, such as the LRSA, 

on the motivations for landownership and a challenge to private property rights. 

Landowner and community participants assert that financial incentives are required for the 

private landowning sector to ‘overcome’ or ‘comply with’ these perceived constraints for 

their sustainable development, or to provide public goods: 

 

“…the only reason that we have that heather…because of the way it’s 

managed…does the public want to see taxpayers money going into managing the 

land…or would they rather see the landowners managing it, in which case there has 

to be some form of incentive for the landowners…” [CA A03]. 

 

“…they’re looking to rural areas to remain attractive and promote tourism, and 

national parks, and…there should be some sort of quid pro quo that if that’s what 

they are looking for then it needs back up to support it...” [PL A05]. 

The role of private landownership in the wider ecosystems services debate, and their role 

in providing public goods are fundamental questions, but outwith the scope of this thesis. 
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All participant groups describe the reliance of estate sustainability on external subsidies, 

and the financial impact on estates of European and global-scale changes, for example on 

the level of subsidies received and markets for farming produce. As mentioned, it is 

considered by estate representatives to be more ‘sustainable’ for the estate to be financially 

self-sufficient, as well as improving overall estate ‘health’, according to participants:  

 

“The other major factor in that is when they bought it in 1930 they were 

rich…[now] they can’t put any more money in…it has to wash its face and if it 

doesn’t then it sinks…It’s a very good discipline and it…makes it a healthier, nicer 

place to live and work” [EM A04]. 

 

Other community members felt, however, that self-sufficiency may not be possible if 

income sources on the estate are minimal, or apparently non-existent, for example through 

poor land capability. Landowners are thus motivated to seek grant funding, reduce debts 

and ‘fight for every penny’, especially when they do not have other business interests. Self-

sufficiency and estate profitability are therefore imperative to retaining ownership. 

Participant landowners and estate management recognised the historic need for 

absenteeism, in order to bring in estate income. They also highlight a reluctance to sell or 

release land, due to the risk to the capital asset of the estate: 

 

“…in order to be viable, we make our money off the land. The more you sell, the 

less you have – the less potentially viable and the less flexibility you have, in order 

to make a living” [PL A02]. 

 

The community survey responses illustrate however, a perception that estate sustainability 

will be improved with land sales to community members, for example: “allowing people to 

buy ground or houses” [CSR A04]. This central issue of land distribution and the role of 

estates in providing land for housing and community development will be explored in 

detail in the following chapter. Furthermore, land tenure systems and reform are also 

considered, at times, to be a barrier to estate sustainability, as mentioned in conjunction to 

the influence of the LRSA, in addition to a perceived lack of market currently for estate 

land, and the impact of crofting buy-outs on the value of land: 

“It is not an income-generating estate” [CA1 A06]. 

“Oh no…a crofting…estate is worth a lot less money... a lot of people won’t be 

bothered…moneywise” [CA2 A06]. 
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Furthermore, it is believed by both community members and landowners (see Appendix N) 

that new crofting legislation (the Crofting Reform (Scotland) Act 2010) threatens 

investment in crofting land: 

 

“This estate is tenanted and subject to crofting regulations, etc. The best way to 

sustain the crofting community would be for government to deploy measures to 

encourage crofters to improve quality and output, etc and to abandon proposed 

legislation which will discourage investment and possibly destroy the crofting way 

of life” [CSR A06]. 

 

This quote highlights the overlap of estate and community sustainability, in this case the 

tenant crofting community of the estate. Within these economic discussions, community 

members debate the need for ‘wealthy’ landowners, who are able to ensure estate 

economic viability through external income sources – and thus ‘sustainability’: 

 

“…they’ve got to be subsidised by somebody…” [CA A03]. 

 

“Estates need to become more self-sufficient – that is sustainability…maybe this 

means they do have to be owned by private/wealthy owners” [CSD A05]. 

 

Other participants believe that the claims of estate owners and management that economic 

matters are a barrier to estate sustainability are in fact a smokescreen, in situations where 

other funds are apparently available, or alternative ownership and management systems 

may be adopted. This tension between community and landowner, identified in 

conjunction with the release of land for housing and community use, will be discussed in 

depth in the following chapter, as a pivotal element for partnership working. 

 

A related perceived constraint to estate sustainability is the negative perception of private 

landownership, evident within the case studies, and considered by participants on the 

national scale. At this scale, landowner participants highlight a political tendency to focus 

on past injustices in generating their current perception, for example that they “should 

apologise for the Highland Clearances” [PL A02], and believe that there is “one rule for 

government and another rule for the landowner” [PL A02]. The interview data also 

indicate a negative perception of private landowners in receipt of subsidies and grants, with 

accusations of ‘incompetence’ in estate business management:  

 

“The big problem with most of these estates is that there is no investment and they 

are totally dependent on subsidies, and income of shooting, and things like that. 

Very few have the wit to run a business” [CA A03]. 
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On the local scale, community members and estate management believe that at times, 

decision-making for sustainable development is limited by the personality of the private 

landowner, accused of being ‘too controlling’, demonstrating a reluctance to delegate or 

find consensus, slowing processes of development, and failing to understand community 

needs. Others are perceived to have the wrong spending priorities in estate management, to 

undertake little consultation and collaboration with neighbouring landowners, and fail to 

endear themselves to others with decisions made on the estate. Examples include: 

 

“…I know his hands are tied a lot with the Trust – but…I think [PL’s] biggest 

problem is that he has so many ideas, but he tries to do them all himself…but he 

can’t do it all, and that’s why these things are not happening, or taking forever to 

happen…” [CA A02]. 

 

“…it’s very much down to the individual…[PL A06] likes to put her oar in about 

what people do with their properties…I mean she’s doing it with the best intentions 

but it can prove difficult when you’re trying to sell something…” [EM A06]. 

 

A complex estate ownership structure, a community view that the estate is not planning for 

the long term, and where directors or trustees are uncritical of estate management, also 

contributes to negative perceptions (see Table 6.3.1): 

 

“[A04 estate] seems to me to have stitched itself into this incredibly complicated 

waistcoat of tax avoidance, which… masks an ability to move forward…and now 

[PL A04] have replaced consensus of family opinion with consensus of a board of 

directors who are basically their mates” [EF A04].  

 

In addition, community survey responses indicate negative perceptions regarding private 

landownership, which are likely detrimental to improving estate sustainability. For 

example, respondents state that they “don’t care about the Estate” [CSR A01] and 

“consider them elitist” [CSR A01], with others describing examples of anti-social 

behaviour by tenant farmers and difficulties of residential estate tenants receiving 

maintenance support. These negative views are however, balanced by several survey 

respondents who explain that they “think they are doing well” [CSR A02] and they are 

‘happy’ [CSR A06]. Such perceptions illustrate a potential community division in views of 

the estate, a lack of knowledge of estate management practice and a distance between 

landowner and community. Understanding these perceptions is vital for establishing the 

role of the landowner, to be developed in forthcoming chapters. 
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A further threat is a negative or changing public view. For example:  

 

“The only thing that will affect [estate sustainability] is the change in attitude 

towards…sport – and making life nearly impossible for keepers…to carry out their 

work… a snaring ban will come in – shortly, I’m sure…” [EM A03]. 

 

This discourse of external changes to land management practice is reiterated by landowner 

participants- “one has to remember…things change…you need to be thinking about what 

might be” [PL A06] - and builds on earlier discussion of the need for diversification and 

flexibility in sustainable estate management. However, a lack of management capacity is 

considered a further constraint to estate sustainability from both landowner/management 

and community perspectives, and is in turn considered to impact on local development 

potential: 

 

“…management time and management capacity has been a constraint on possible 

developments, and the number of developments round here is now much greater 

than it used to be…” [PL A05]. 

 

Finally, the location and physical geography of an estate, as well as a lack of people and 

minimal employment opportunities, can create a barrier to estate sustainability: “There is 

not a lot you can do with rock and heather” [CA A06]. 

Additional challenges include the need to constantly ‘balance’, ‘evaluate’ and make 

‘trade-offs’ with development and other estate activities – summarised by another 

participant as the ‘challenge of many strands, pulling in different ways’, and continued: 

 

“…we are pushing ahead with residential development, because…that will then 

improve our own financial stability because we will have greater rental income. But 

at the same time, we are obviously, removing land from agricultural production...” 

[EM A01]. 

 

These trade-offs are complicated by opposing views held by community members, for 

example: “No more rash of housing with ugly buildings” [CSR A01]. It may be inferred 

that these opposing views are a constraint to estate sustainability; they highlight the key 

role of landowner-community engagement in achieving this complex goal.  
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6.3.3.  ‘Visions for the future’ and inter-linkages in estate and community 

sustainability  

An exploration into participants’ ‘visions for the future’ highlights several further common 

themes of an ‘ideal outlook’ for both the estate and community. It may be argued that such 

future visions provide an insight into participants’ hopes for estate and community 

sustainability, and, by implication, identify the key motivating factors central to policy 

success. ‘Visions’ expressed by private landowners and estate management thus include 

identifying the ‘goose that lays the golden egg’, ensuring estate economic sustainability, 

future diversification, local income opportunities, and the maximisation of the potential use 

of assets and resources, both natural and social, on the estate and within the community.  

For example: 

 

“…we’ve got huge assets here and it’s utilising those assets and resources…the 

garden is an example…the fish farm is another example – it’s a piece of ground 

with a river running through it that is now supporting a business…” [PL A02]. 

 

Themes of ‘estate restoration’ are described, with one community member proposing a 

vision of ‘rewilding’ the estate, and maintaining it as a demonstration estate for 

conservation. Other future visions include potential business and industry development, 

including the growth of community enterprises. These visions include discussions of the 

appropriate scale for development, and the role of estate support, for example: 

 

“… if the estate could…hire out units to small businesses…that would be brilliant 

from the point of view of the community, and…there are a lot of young people and 

there are lots of people with some really great ideas…[A02] estate has certainly got 

the facilities to help…” [CA A02]. 

 

Growing potential renewable energy production was also discussed by participants, as well 

as other opportunities for modernisation. The potential for estate-facilitated employment 

opportunities is discussed in chapters 7 and 8. 

 

Participants from both the estate and community interviewees desire a future where 

uncertainties are minimised, with growing estate and community capacity to mitigate and 

adapt to external forces and landownership change, for example: 

 

“…I’d like to think that whoever took it over would not be short-sighted or narrow-

minded and will see the bigger benefits…the broader picture of having this…” [CA 

A02]. 
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This ideal was closely linked to themes of reducing risk and building resilience, again 

within both the estate and community, therefore: “I wouldn’t like to see all the eggs in one 

basket” [CA A05]. Several participants would prefer that future estate development 

follows the ‘current path’ and maintains the current ‘ethos’: 

 

“…for the future I would like to see [A02] continue in much the same vein as it is 

now” [CA A02]. 

 

“…part of me says little change, because it’s a nice, quaint little community…[but] 

time moves on, people move on, communities move on – and…if it needs more 

housing to keep it sustainable, who am I to say it shouldn’t happen?” [CA A05]. 

 

The first ‘vision’ perhaps indicates the respondent’s satisfaction with contemporary estate 

management, and perception of the estate as resilient, therefore integrating this into their 

definition of estate sustainability. Others wish the character of the community to be 

protected. The second ‘vision’ hints at reactions within communities to changes with 

development, in particular the influence of the in-migrating population, an issue for further 

discussion in the following chapter.  

 

Both community and estate representatives also include the maintenance of local 

community services, as well as housing and employment opportunities, and their potential 

growth, within their ‘visions for the future’. These are linked to retaining a young 

population and issues of career development within current employment.  For example: 

 

“He thinks that in the future the village will constitute 3 types of people: 1) people 

working at the fish farm and on the land; 2) 30-40 year olds working on their own 

businesses via the internet; 3) Retirees seeking a quieter way of life (which is what 

he hopes for)” [CSD A06]. 

 

Linked to issues of retaining a young population is the desire for affordable housing 

development, expressed by both estate management and community members, and an 

increase in housing standards overall, for example, in estate rented properties: “her ‘vision 

for the future’ is that everyone’s houses on the estate would be done up” [CSD A05]. 

Participants also identified a threat of decline – at one extreme, a participant’s ‘vision’ was 

simply a ‘future for the community’, indicating a pessimistic view of potential for 

community sustainability, given current circumstances. Nonetheless, despite these threats, 

future visions incorporated a community ‘working together’, and maintaining a positive, 

constructive relationship with the estate and landowner. 
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6.3.4. Summary of ‘Sustainability Insights’ 

This chapter explores the lay discourse, considering ‘community sustainability’ within the 

case studies and highlighting the key factors in an emerging definition. These factors are to 

a large extent shared across the participant groups of private landowners, estate 

management and members of the local community. The key factors include the need for 

local employment and affordable housing (and a fundamental inter-linkage of these two 

elements, as illustrated); the need to maintain a population ‘critical mass’, including a 

mixed age structure, in order to ensure the viability of key services; as well as continuation 

of the crucial element of ‘community spirit’. Each of these elements contributes to the 

community’s capacity to grasp opportunities and adapt when change is necessary, a further 

aspect of the emerging definition of ‘sustainable community’. Further definitional elements 

include the need for estate and community to better understand ‘sustainability’ issues and 

perceptions, and for greater modernisation, diversification, investment and ‘effective’ use 

of both social and natural resources.  

 Key divergences in the definitions of ‘sustainable community’ held by the private 

landowners and by community members include however, the stated acceptance by the 

former for the need for development, while community members indicate that community 

sustainability is reliant on (and thus may be constrained) by a lack of available land or 

provision of land from the estate. There is also the indication that the private landowners 

lack an understanding of community-held definitions of sustainability, whilst community 

members call for ‘raising awareness’ and greater community involvement in land 

management. Community tensions are intimated, with opposing views in one case study 

regarding renewable energy developments as an element of community (un)sustainability. 

Estate management interviewees hint at a reluctance by estate and community, regarding 

the potential for greater community engagement with land management for community 

sustainability.  

Furthermore, the interview and survey data illustrate a range of potential and 

current constraints, from the local to global scale, to ‘community sustainability’, according 

to the definitions of the participants. These influences include the loss, or potential loss, of 

key services, employment and housing, for example the decline or relocation of industry, 

thus illustrating the impact of global forces on the local scale. Further external influences 

include changing societal behaviour and aspirations, for example a rise in commuting, with 

associated negative impacts on local shops, services and community activities. 

Government agencies and other governance structures are also considered to inhibit certain 
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aspects of community sustainability, as well as local environmental management and the 

potential future for upland agriculture. The majority of the perceived constraints are shared 

across the participant groups; however, the belief that the current landowner or private 

estate ownership is a barrier to sustainable community development is, understandably, 

only presented by community respondents. This is a significant accusation, central to the 

‘roles and responsibilities’ themes of this thesis.  

 

An exploration of the central concept of ‘community’ in the context of the private estate 

illustrates perceptions of the ‘estate community’ as both a ‘community of place’ and a 

‘community of interest’ held by case study landowners and community members, with 

different degrees of estate association. It is a fuzzy concept that is not clearly defined by 

any of the participant groups, with a clear divide in the community survey respondents 

between those who consider themselves members of the ‘estate community’ and those who 

do not. The former highlights an understanding that includes all those who are resident on 

estate land - both owner-occupiers and tenants - as well as estate employees, past and 

present. The estate community is also believed to include all those who have a sense of 

belonging to the estate, from long-term residents to visitors, and a community connection 

to the estate through use of estate ‘facilities’, perceived common interests between the 

community and estate, and interactions with the landowner, estate management and 

employees. An alternative view is the perceived existence of an estate community or not, 

central to providing a base for investigation into the relationship between the estate and its 

constructed ‘community’. Several participants consider themselves ‘disconnected’ from 

the estate and doubtful of the existence of the ‘estate community’ entity, especially given 

rural change, indicating a lack of cohesion (or interaction) between the estate and 

community, a lack of community engagement in estate management and a sense of 

belonging aligned to the community of the village rather than the estate, a potential sign of 

diminishing landowner power and/or estate legitimacy. 

 

The emerging definition of a ‘sustainable estate’ and ‘sustainable estate management’ is 

furthermore influenced by global forces, as well as moral and political factors related to the 

community and estate management. It is ultimately dependent on the worldview and 

motivations of the private landowner. The landowner and estate management participants 

identify ‘ensuring a balance’ of environmental, social and economic aspects of the estate as 

key elements of their understanding of the terms. Whilst these actors accept that estates 

‘have a role to play’, others complain that the concept of sustainability is ill-defined, mis-
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used and impracticable. Nonetheless, discussions of ‘estate sustainability’ illustrate its 

multi-faceted nature and highlight the close connection between estate and community 

sustainability (e.g. ensuring local employment supply and demand is in balance and that 

there is a workforce for the estate), (cf. Section 6.2.5). Furthermore, a constructive and 

close relationship with the community is considered conducive to estate sustainability, as 

well as a means of optimising the potential of estate social capital, e.g. through succession 

planning. Fundamentally, the economic viability of the estate is the ‘bottom line’ of estate 

sustainability to most participants, in order to retain family landownership, maintain the 

estate business and associated employment, and that requires a pragmatic approach. 

Economic viability, and therefore estate sustainability is considered possible with the 

utilization of land-based opportunities, diversification, a long-term perspective and flexible 

approach to land management.  

 

Gaining a greater understanding of the constraints to estate sustainability further develops 

the practical definition of the ‘sustainable estate’. The case studies illustrate that 

constraints to estate sustainability include bureaucratic and legal requirements, as well as 

the impact of changing policy and legislative frameworks, e.g. the LRSA. Estate 

sustainability is also negatively influenced by threats to estate economic viability, 

including a perceived tax burden, a reliance on EU subsidies, and a lack of compensation 

or incentive to provide public goods. Negative perceptions of private landowners as 

individuals (on the local scale) and social group (on the national scale), held by both 

community members and politicians (as mentioned), are a major constraint to estate 

sustainability. Further barriers include limited development potential due to a lack of 

management capacity and workforce, physical geography, as well as the challenge of 

achieving ‘balance’ and evaluating ‘trade-offs’ in estate management decision-making, 

complicated by opposing community views. It is clear that estate sustainability is reliant on 

estate economic viability, the potential for diversification, the ‘will’ of the landowner and 

positive estate-community engagement (cf. Chapters 7 and 8). 

 

This chapter presents the similarities and differences in the perceptions of sustainability 

held by the private landowners and the community participants. It may be argued that the 

divergences in definitional discourses are a challenge to identifying shared visions for 

sustainability. A perceived lack of awareness of different actors’ definitions is also an 

indicator of a lack of communication and also a lack of integration when communication 

does occur; in turn, this suggests that interactions between private landowners and 
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communities are often not conducive to open discussion or consensus-building. The fact 

that ‘the estate community’ is an imprecisely defined concept adds complexity to the 

interaction arena, giving rise to questions of inclusion (and exclusion), representativeness 

and inter-community power relations. These themes are central to the success of 

community engagement processes as detailed in the literature (see Section 3.6.2). Thus, the 

following chapter identifies and evaluates processes of interaction and engagement 

between the private landowner, estate management and the ‘estate community’, in order to 

understand better the reasons behind the generation of consensus in sustainability 

definitions and communication challenges. 
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Chapter 7. 

 

7.1. Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the second research objective: to examine the interactions between 

private landowners and rural ‘estate communities’, investigating the extent and type of 

estate-community engagement, and evaluating the processes and practices of ‘interaction’ 

and engagement undertaken by private landownership. As outlined in Chapters 2 and 3, 

there are calls for increasing community involvement in land management and a lack of 

understanding of the contemporary relationship between the private landowner and ‘estate 

community’. The level of power held the private landowner over the estate community is 

also little understood in a 21
st
 Century context, including major legislative change such as 

the LRSA; however, it is likely that the private landowner plays a key role in estate 

community sustainability, as suggested in the previous chapter.  

 Similarly, estate sustainability is intertwined with that of estate community 

sustainability, especially in terms of maintaining a rural population as a workforce and 

‘critical mass’ for key service provision. As described, estate-community engagement and 

positive interactions are key factors for the sustainable development of both estate and 

community. Thematic analysis of the case study qualitative data indicates three broad 

‘arenas’ of landowner-community interaction: housing, employment, and community 

‘spirit’ or cohesion. These interaction arenas provide examples of processes of estate-

community engagement, which are presented and evaluated (cf. Sections 7.2.2, 7.3.2 and 

7.4.2) in terms of their contribution to the sustainability ‘key factors’ identified in Chapter 

6.  

7.2. Housing 

7.2.1. Housing – the current situation  

7.2.1.1. Affordable housing challenges 

As discussed in Chapter 3, many rural areas in Scotland are simultaneously dealing with, 

on the one hand, a serious lack of affordable housing, with associated impacts on 

population retention, whilst on the other hand, communities are growing with an incoming 
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‘counter-urbanisation’ population, with the latter blamed to a certain extent for the former. 

Both issues are illustrated and confirmed as pressures on rural communities within the case 

studies, in addition to highlighting the key role of estate/landowner-community 

‘interactions’ in resolving housing issues. This issue was evident in all case studies, despite 

the location of case studies in disparate geographical regions of Scotland, and with a range 

of landownership models. It may be inferred that a shortage of affordable housing is 

widespread across upland Scotland (see Thomson, 2012, for example). The provision of 

affordable housing in rural areas is undoubtedly a challenge, with developments 

constrained by planning restrictions, a lack of land availability or ‘space’, and high 

infrastructure costs. As the case study participants explained, affordable housing 

developments in rural areas must overcome expensive service provision costs (i.e. utilities 

connections, sewerage, etc), as well as inflated land prices on the granting of planning 

permission. The case studies illustrate both beneficial and negative interactions and 

landowner influence with regard to providing affordable housing (cf. Section 7.2.2). 

The case studies illustrate a continuing lack of affordable housing, quantified in 

some cases by housing needs surveys and perceived by case study participants of all 

groups: 

“…four years ago…in [A02 region] there were 600 people looking for…a tenanted 

house and 27 opportunities arose in that year. So you can see where the frustration 

and tension…is” [PL A02]. 

“…we were…living in a caravan and then you managed to get a short-term let on 

an estate house…then they’d decide they want it back, so you were…constantly 

moving…people were living in not very good housing conditions…[or] having to 

travel…to work” [CA A05]. 

As the latter quote illustrates, the estate can play a role in meeting housing need, a key 

theme discussed in this chapter. Corresponding with the multi-faceted definitions of 

‘sustainability’, participants recognise that increasing affordable housing provision does 

not create a sustainable community without employment opportunities:  

“…we need…younger people living here, but what are they going to do for jobs?” 

[CA A03]. 

However, one of the central reasons for the lack of affordable housing is a mismatch of 

typically low wages and an increasingly expensive rural housing market, as evident 

nationally over recent decades. In many areas, house prices and rent levels have increased 

significantly above the affordability of local wages: 
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“…what they seem to think is affordable and what people are earning, don’t go 

together at all…” [CA A05]. 

This quote refers to the perception of affordability held by the landowning family 

themselves who are driving housing developments, implying their disconnection from the 

realities of community life, a theme for discussion in later subsections. Community 

members and estate representatives also consider society’s aspirations of home ownership 

as inflammatory to the lack of affordable housing, with some believing that ownership 

itself is ‘unnecessary’. 

 

Furthermore, affordability decreases as demand for rural housing increases; thus the trend 

for counter-urbanisation may be attributed in part to the housing issues demonstrated in the 

case studies. As described in the literature (cf. Chapter 3), wealthy ‘incomers’, often 

moving to remote rural areas from urban areas and relatively higher-paid employment, 

push housing prices above the means of ‘local’ community members:  

“…when the boom was booming it was that bit worse here because people were 

able to come out of the south with substantial sums of money, buy a plot, 

build…still have some pension money left…That has…added stress to the local 

dimension…” [CA A02]. 

Another element of the ‘incomer’ impact is the significant rise of second and holiday home 

purchase, again removing housing from ‘local’ community use and in popular areas, 

forcing community-wide house prices above accepted levels of ‘affordability’. A 

community member in case study A02 estimates that holiday homes in the village account 

for up to 30% of available housing, with community estimates in A03 at 62%, which 

threatens to create a ‘ghost village’ [CA A03]. Community members summarise: 

“…it drives up the price of property, because people…who want a holiday house – 

are prepared to pay sums that local people can only dream at” [CA A05]. 

“She also explains that a house over £100K is out of reach of most locals…and 

prices are driven up by holiday/incomers…second homes are a big problem…often 

sitting empty half the year” [CSD A06]. 

Tensions arise between ‘locals’, who are now ‘priced out’ of the housing market in their 

home area, and the incoming population, for example: 

“…we were criticised when we bought this house because we paid over the odds 

for it…At the time I upset a lot of people in the village” [CA A03]. 

The ‘incomers’ are also accused of providing little to the rural economy, in particular those 

who purchase holiday homes: 
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“There’s a lot of the holiday homes…people arrive here with all of their food and 

everything for the week…And they don’t really put a lot else into the community, 

apart from renting a house from somebody who doesn’t even live in the area....” 

[CA A02]. 

This view is reiterated by community members in case study A06 who state that the 

holiday homes only provide a handful of cleaning jobs, in comparison to the hotel and 

B&Bs, and visitors arrive complete with food and other supplies, therefore without the 

need to visit the village shop, in turn threatening its viability. However, others refute this 

accusation, illustrated in this case study diary extract: 

“[CA A03] expressed her annoyance at those who owned houses and left them 

empty for 80% of the year. She felt however that many of the second homes and 

holiday homes used regularly probably put more into the local economy than many 

of the locals” [CSD A03]. 

Another community member believes that empty properties are not a problem if it is a 

result of ‘locals’ being forced to work elsewhere, therefore only able to visit occasionally. 

This view hints at a negative disconnect between the original population of ‘locals’ and the 

incoming population, beyond the impact on housing availability and affordability (cf. 

Section 7.3.1.3).  

 

In some cases, estate tourism enterprises are responsible for removing housing from 

potential long-term community use. Community members in case study A01 express 

displeasure at the sale of houses within a new estate development as holiday homes. A case 

study diary extract illustrates another example: 

“He bought the bothy/land from [A02 estate] and [PL A02] said…he would maybe 

sell…more land in a couple of years …” [CSD A02]. 

The second home-owner quoted reiterates the potential for second homes to benefit the 

rural economy, therefore private landowners are faced with the dilemma of gaining 

potential income and the need to retain housing affordability, to ensure a ‘sustainable estate 

community’. Such development and holiday home enterprises are defended by landowners 

and community members: 

“Of those properties, five are let as holiday cottages and that is mainly for fiscal 

reasons…also for capital taxation…they are a…business relief…” [PL A03]. 

“…my involvement with [the estates] is…maintenance work on their properties so 

I am not against a holiday home business. I think there is room for an element of 

holiday homes as long as the percentage is not too high” [CA A03]. 
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Therefore, holiday housing is a potential and growing income source for privately-owned 

estates, and also provides relief from capital taxation, not possible in housing developed 

for sale or rent. To a certain extent, estate-owned holiday homes also generate indirect 

estate employment.  

 

However, a lack of affordable housing provision is a criticism of estate-led development, 

highlighting the perceived role and responsibility of the landowner in providing adequate 

housing provision and affordability. Community members are aware of the expectations 

placed on private landowners and estates to provide adequate affordable housing. For 

example: 

“…why should they spend a hundred thousand pound putting up a house, unless 

they are going to get a grant for it…and have someone paying £250 a month rent – 

it’s going to take them years to recover that money…” [CA A02]. 

Community members recognize the financial investment that the estate must make in order 

to provide affordable housing developments, which may be economically unviable. These 

challenges are further described in detail by estate management and private landowner 

interviewees, highlighting several key barriers to landowner-developed affordable housing. 

As identified by the community members, affordable housing developments are often too 

large a capital investment for the estate business, especially considering the significant cost 

of building infrastructure in rural areas. The pay-back period for such an investment is not 

feasible for some case study landowner participants, especially in conjunction with the 

added tax burden on property development. This was a major point of contention amongst 

the landowner and estate management interviewees: “it’s not the landowner that should be 

at fault if there is no affordable housing because we get taxed any-which-way” [EM A02] 

and that affordable housing development currently constitutes ‘economic suicide’ [PL 

A02]. 

Furthermore, the case study landowners convey resentment towards the many 

‘layers’ of planning requirements and obstructions to permission for new developments, as 

well as the perceived slow process. The greater the number of ‘layers’ of planning policy, 

the more likely they are to be in conflict, explains a landowner grappling with both the 

planning department of Highland Council and the Cairngorms National Park Authority. 

Another estate manager explains that the length of time it has taken to progress a large 

housing scheme, with a high proportion of affordable housing planned, has resulted in the 

loss of housing association support, as well as community anger directed at the estate. 
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Private landowners are also discouraged from pursuing affordable housing developments 

due to requirements of local authorities for those listed as homeless in the region to be 

prioritised for available housing, and for landlords to provide long leases. As one 

landowner asserts: 

“…I could solve all their housing problem locally, but only if they’re willing to set 

up a system where we both benefit – but what they’re wanting to do is…a net 

liability to the estate…” [PL A02]. 

The landowning participants also highlight the potential for ‘asset stripping’ as a further 

deterrent to affordable housing developments on the estate, as explained: 

“…we have had the confidence to sell some houses to locals, who could 

have…[gone onto]…sell their house to the highest bidder…some have done it and 

some haven’t.” [EF A04].  

However, despite these challenges, the private landowner interviewees highlight some 

potential solutions, which include appropriate government support, and a change in 

political perceptions of private landownership: 

“…the political lesson…is that the government needs to have a much more 

constructive role [in] the private rented sector…there’s been an ideological 

prejudice against the private rented sector for many years” [PL A04]. 

Case studies also illustrate innovative and novel methods for estate provision of affordable 

housing, including, for example provisions secured through the planning system and 

shared equity schemes.  

7.2.1.2. Estate housing issues 

A central theme in the case studies was the historic and continuing role of private estates in 

providing accommodation for estate workers. With declining direct estate employment, 

tied housing had been removed as a privilege of employment on several case study estates, 

and today many estate workers are residential tenants with leases. Both estate management 

and community members perceive this change as ‘modernisation’ on the part of the estate. 

Other case studies revealed a policy of retaining housing for ex-employees at nominal 

rents, arguably illustrating a type of corporate social responsibility. However, in some 

cases, despite this ideal, with housing shortages these ‘pension schemes’ are also declining, 

for example when available housing is re-focused for tourism purposes. To illustrate: 

“…you used to get a house for the rest of your days and a bit of a pension to go 

with it. And…4 tonnes of coal a year but that’s all stopping, we’re a bit short of 

houses so we don’t know what to do about it” [CA A04]. 
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However, whilst the residents of tied housing would not deny the benefits – to some, a key 

reason to undertake estate work - other disadvantages make this an uncertain form of 

affordable rural housing: 

“…the difficult thing about a tied house is that if you lose your job, you lose your 

house …There’s a real threat of living in a tied house that you might suddenly be 

homeless. Secondly you’ve missed out on investment…Thirdly, the wages here are 

so low you couldn’t afford to build [or] buy a house” [EM A04]. 

This estate manager explains that the estate policy of housing ex-employees, with ‘pension 

perks’ including free electricity and house maintenance, was considered a route to 

overcome the problem of low wages preventing estate employees finding secure housing, 

as well as retaining a workforce on the estate. Indeed, Newby (1980 in Robertson and 

MacGregor, 1987) asserts that landowners, as employers, prefer to provide tied housing in 

order to maintain worker dependency, and that tied housing represents a “microcosm of 

rural class relationships” (Newby et al., 1978: 164). However, further disadvantages to 

both tied and estate rental properties include a state of disrepair, which negatively impacts 

on the housing affordability with large heating costs, as well as estate community 

‘wellbeing’. In one case study, a community member explains that her rented property is 

technically derelict; in another, the landowner and estate management express their dismay 

and embarrassment that estate properties are damp and require major roof repairs. 

Participants explain:  

“The silly thing is…that the private sector is renting out accommodation often of 

much lower standard than the [Council]…in many cases substandard and very 

expensive to heat” [CA A02]. 

“…she said that probably the best thing [A05] estate could do, would be to do up 

all their estate properties – she believes some of them are ‘below tolerable 

standard’” [CSD A05]. 

These case study findings correspond with those of Chapman and Shucksmith (1996), who 

confirm the high level of rural private rented properties considered ‘below tolerable 

standard’ (BTS), although they also note that the quality of tied housing is higher due to 

the desire of landowners to prioritise maintenance of these in order to ‘keep the workers 

happy’ (1996: 59). Comparably, the most recent Scottish Housing Conditions survey 

indicates that the private rented sector has the highest rate of properties that fail the 

tolerable standard (5% of private rented sector and 20% of BTS stock overall) (Scottish 

Government, 2011g). 
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Communication regarding maintenance issues presents a key interaction between the 

landowner and the community and, where estate prioritization is not conveyed effectively 

to the community, can cause conflict. The diary extract above illustrates a community 

belief that the estate still plays an important role in providing rented housing and, despite 

housing maintenance issues, these properties remain a key asset for estate and community 

sustainability. These findings concur with those of Chapman and Shucksmith (1996) who 

detail the role of estate property letting in community ‘survival’, in terms of contributing to 

retaining a viable school roll and services such as a shop (see also Shucksmith, 1987). 

Indeed, in this earlier research, private property letting is described by interviewees as a 

‘community service’ rather than a business, nonetheless providing estate benefit through 

attracting and retaining a high quality workforce, and maintaining a vibrant community 

(Shucksmith and Chapman, 1996). 

7.2.1.3. Housing developments and the ‘incomer-local’ divide 

Concerns regarding the rate and scale of housing developments on the edge of villages 

dominated many discussions in the case studies. Interviewees felt that village growth 

tended to be overly large and resulted in the loss of local character, increasing commuting, 

as well as outweighing local need and a perceived lack of demand to buy new houses:  

“[Community sustainability would be improved by] restraint in ‘fat cat’ housing 

development, which may turn [A01 village] into a commuters’ dormitory” [CSR 

A01]. 

“…there’s been far too many houses put in it now…they said there was a local 

need, but there’s hardly a local in it” [EM A02]. 

Indeed, in this case study, an interviewee explains that the number of properties in the 

village has increased by 50% in the past 12 years; another describes the resulting 

‘destruction of village character’. In another case study, community members describe 

housing developments that have received planning permission, and will be ‘shoe horned’ 

into the village, cumulatively adding a further 90 properties. One developer is depicted as: 

“…jamming houses in there like crazy that in no way reflect the style of the 

area…” [CA A03]. 

Other community members express more moderate views of proposed housing 

developments, reasoning that such significant development is unlikely to happen 

‘tomorrow’, given the current economic conditions and depleted demand. Further 

controversial developments include those proposed outwith main settlements, for example 

in forested areas, or where major infrastructure upgrading, such as sewerage systems, 
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would be required, in addition to planning applications submitted simultaneously by 

several landowners, therefore the cumulative growth is considered over-size, for example: 

“…three planning applications for housing developments were put in at the same 

time by [PL A05] as well as by [A05 neighbouring landowner]…The scale of the 

total houses to be built caused a lot of opposition in the village” [CSD A05]. 

Others are unhappy with plans for a large volume of new ‘affordable housing’, as they 

believe this has the potential to import social problems into the rural community, as 

described: 

“There is a downside to building too much affordable housing…they will be 

allocated to people who are unemployed or unemployable because there is no 

employment to get in [A03 village]” [CA A03]. 

“…they had council houses here and when they were empty they were sending 

people…from farther afield…we do not want these kind of people…If they are not 

good for their community why should they be good for this one?” [CA A04]. 

The negative perceptions illustrated in these quotes highlight another ‘incomer’ – ‘local’ 

divide, where the incoming population are not the stereotypical, wealthy, second home 

owner, but community negativity is again directed at the incomers’ anticipated lack of 

contribution to the community and local economy. Instead of mis-proportioned affordable 

housing development, it is suggested by community members that planning gain is 

redirected into providing employment opportunities, for example through business unit 

construction. 

 

In some cases, community concern centred on the perception that estate-driven 

development is making a profit for the landowner, to the detriment of the village: 

“…there’s planning permission just now…for about 90 houses… I don’t see any 

great need at all – it’s all for private profit” [CA A03]. 

This example illustrates a negative perception of landowner motivations, which may 

ultimately influence community acceptance of developments, and generate negative 

landowner-community relations. However, these concerns are countered by estate 

management and community members, asserting for example: 

“…there was an anxiousness…that [A01 village] doesn’t become over-developed – 

and that it doesn’t become a commuter satellite town or village… but…we have 

absolutely no intention of doing any of that” [EM A01]. 

Community participants also indicate a sense of uncertainty regarding estate property sales, 

development and renting, for example: 
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“[CA A01] explains that 30/40 years ago the Estate didn’t sell off land/property – 

now seem to be selling everything – don’t know when it will stop” [CSD A01]. 

A further uncertainty derives from the personality or inherent motivations of the 

landowner: 

“…anything…[PL A02] can make a bit of money on…all these people look after 

themselves…I suppose that’s human nature…” [CA A02]. 

“…he’s always got plans, [PL A05], but sometimes they take a wee while to 

fruit…I don’t know how he’s getting on…” [CA A05]. 

This lack of understanding of landowner plans or drivers, by both community and estate 

management, hints at a closed approach by the private landowner, perhaps reluctant to 

involve wider parties, including the community, in potential future plans. A landowner 

may also be unsure of future development plans due to planning requirements; however, 

this may be linked to a lack of estate management planning, considered a constraining 

factor to estate sustainability. This ‘uncertainty’ may have a negative impact on 

community cohesion and ‘spirit’, central to a ‘sustainable community’, as the village 

population fluctuates with short-term residents. The role of the landowner in facilitating 

community cohesion is considered in Section 7.4.2. 

 

Participants also outline their perceptions of the impact of the incoming population, 

moving into the new-built housing development, in terms of local infrastructure and 

capacity. On one hand, large housing developments planned for the case study 

communities are considered unachievable without increasing ‘infrastructure’ provision, 

e.g. appropriate sewerage, and vital services, including schools. Community members 

express concern that current services will not cope with an influx of population, and 

believe that this has not been considered in the planning process: 

“…he impressed on me the need for the development of appropriate services with 

any expansion of the village with housing development…[Furthermore] the high 

number of workers…much exceeds the resident population. But he doesn’t think 

many of the workers would want to live in [A05 village] without much more 

amenities and services” [CSD A05]. 

On the other hand, in some cases, housing developments are viewed positively, especially 

when matched with a growth in employment opportunities, where a level of affordable 

units planned will meet housing need, where ‘locals’ will be prioritised for available 

housing, and in areas which have lacked development in previous decades. Positive 

impacts are thus described: 
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“…it is a positive thing really, it keeps the village alive – especially the school, and 

village life – shops, businesses…” [CA A01]. 

“[CA A04] said: ‘if the houses were here, the jobs would happen’” [CSD A04]. 

Thus, an incoming population is considered vital to maintain a village population, as well 

as to provide a critical mass for services and facilities, the loss of which would have 

greater significance in terms of community sustainability. As one case study community 

member summarizes “everything is possible - the housing is the key” [CA A04]; others 

call for greater prioritisation of ‘locals’ for affordable housing, in addition to a shift from a 

reliance on estate housing provision. Further ‘knock-on’ benefits of estate housing 

development described by community members include planning gain contributing to 

village hall restoration, the provision of allotments, the potential for a designated building 

for the village crèche, added trade for village shops, economic contributions from holiday 

housing, and an increased labour pool for the estate. These potential benefits are 

highlighted by estate management, and considered by landowners in decision-making 

regarding housing developments: 

“…we are currently constrained by the lack of population size and density, and [the 

planned housing development] would contribute to that…the school roll is 

fortunately on a rising curve…want to see that on a continuing trend” [PL A04]. 

In conclusion, issues around housing provision, affordability and the impact of an 

incoming population with housing development, either positive or negative, are central to 

rural community discourse and perceptions of sustainability. As descriptions of community 

anxieties and potential positive benefits of estate-driven housing developments illustrate, 

the landowner plays a key role in easing concerns through community communication, as 

well as maximizing potential benefits. 

7.2.2. Evaluation of landowner-community interactions regarding housing 

Housing availability and affordability was a central element of the definition of 

‘community sustainability’ developed in the previous chapter. Specific aspects of the 

definition with regard to housing included the provision of affordable housing in 

conjunction with local employment opportunities, in order to maintain a young population 

and the viability of key community income sources and services. In addition, it was felt 

that community sustainability would be promoted by an acceptance of a ‘need for change’, 

including grasping opportunities such as housing developments. In several case studies, 

community members request that the estate makes land available for self-build housing; in 
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some cases, innovative home ownership mechanisms have been implemented or are 

planned, for example, shared equity schemes. 

Within the case studies, the researcher observed several examples of estate-

community interaction and engagement processes, which may be considered in alignment 

with housing aspects of the ‘sustainable community’ definition, thus arguably contributing 

to community sustainability. In addition, those processes which contradict the definition, it 

may be inferred, are detrimental to community sustainability. This section describes these 

examples of landowner-community ‘interaction’, and seeks to understand the engagement 

processes that contribute positively, and negatively, to estate community sustainability. 

 

A key example of estate-community interaction undertaken to resolve local housing need, 

which may be considered to promote community sustainability, is community involvement 

in identifying housing need and planning appropriate developments, for example through 

community planning exercises. In case study A01, despite slow progress, the planned 

housing development driven by the estate is apparently positively accepted by many in the 

community: 

 “…the design of their site and their layout, it has really been well thought out, and 

that is very exciting. Not just for me with a business, but I think for the village” 

[CA A01]. 

 “…apart from the short term work with the building…bringing families in creates 

things…It just enriches…[and] housing is key…” [CA A01]. 

These views illustrate an acceptance of the need to adapt to changing community needs, 

and to welcome new community members, where the benefits to the village are identified. 

This recognition of the need for adaptation corresponds with the definitions of community 

sustainability. In case study A01, a housing needs survey was undertaken in conjunction 

with community planning events held in the village hall, to coordinate an appropriate, 

community response for the Local Plan. These community planning events were co-

organised by the estate management, community council and community development 

groups, in conjunction with other active groups that represented a wide range of the 

population. The community planning events were considered the best means of gauging 

community reaction to development plans, and to “make sure that the village as far as 

possible understands what [PL A01] is trying to do” [CA A01]. The first event was 

attended by a large proportion of the community, and therefore the views gathered may be 

considered broadly representative. The estate development is now planned with a 

significant proportion of affordable housing, as well as allotments and a community 
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garden. In this example, it seems that the pre-emptive community consultation, driven by 

community actors who work closely with the estate management – and arguably the estate 

manager is a community actor – in addition to ongoing community engagement regarding 

planned housing developments, has permitted positive estate-community interaction and 

the promotion of community sustainability. 

Similarly, in case study A03, despite many reservations and negative feelings 

regarding the scale of proposed housing developments, community resentment is not 

directed at the development planned by the private landowner on estate land: 

“…a planning application went through. Now [PL A03’s] gang…held a village 

meeting they were not obliged to…they did it before they put the planning 

application in. It was a very public spirited thing and…I’m quite sure [PL A03] had 

a hand in that...” [CA A03]. 

As in A01, the A03 community demonstrate an adaptive attitude to the need for housing 

development, and although they raise concerns regarding scale of development, they 

believe that expansion will be staggered over time and dictated by market forces. 

Furthermore, the private landowner had approached, and gained approval from, several key 

community actors regarding the housing development, and encouraged a community 

consultation meeting prior to the submission of a planning application, as described in the 

quote above. The landowner apparently maintains a friendly relationship with many 

community members, ranging from the young shop keeper (the shop building is estate-

owned) to older long-term residents. As one community actor explains: 

“…I’ve got [PL A03’s] London number, I’ve got his number…here, I’ve got his e-

mail, I’ve got his address…I am under orders almost, if I need to get him, I can get 

hold of him. You can’t have a better communication than that and that is…an 

absentee landlord” [CA A03]. 

This example suggests that proactive communication between the landowner and key 

community actors has positive benefits in terms of community sustainability, as it paves 

the way for constructive community development, including housing. Furthermore, 

acceptance may be associated with the large proportion of affordable housing planned; the 

perception of a typically slow rate of development (therefore any impact on the community 

will develop slowly, with perhaps more time for adaptation); and the estate’s gift of land 

for a new community health centre. This latter factor could perhaps be considered a 

landowner bribe, but nonetheless provides a key service to the community and 

demonstrates estate generosity, thereby contributing to community sustainability according 
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to the definitions discussed. However, this donation of land may also reinforce a 

paternalistic power structure of landowner and community, as discussed in Section 8.2.4. 

 

An additional positive example regarding housing development was evident in case study 

A05, where estate community members are keenly anticipating the possibility of new 

housing:  

“[CA A05]…calls for more affordable housing in the village. She would like her 

and [husband’s name] to downsize on their retirement, but there is nowhere to 

move to at present” [CSD A05]. 

“[CA A05 is] hoping to get one of houses planned for the ‘plantation’ location at 

the bottom of ‘the glen’...” [CSD A05]. 

This acceptance may be the result of a severe housing need, with many estate rental 

properties in significant disrepair, rather than a process of estate engagement. Nonetheless, 

this landowner has obtained Rural Homes for Rent grant funding (see Scottish 

Government, 2009) for the planned development, which will ensure a proportion will be 

built specifically as affordable rental properties, and highlights a proactive attitude by the 

landowner in applying for this grant funding, in order to resolve a housing problem of 

which they are acutely aware: 

“…they’ve shown there is a housing need, but…the survey only goes as far as the 

people they survey so I think there is a lot more need undeclared…” [PL A05] 

“…we’ve been suffering from a lack of housing for a long time…because we are 

unusual in the fact that we have two big employers in the community… if any of 

our [estate] projects come off…we are going to need more staff…[so] housing must 

be one of the basic building blocks…” [EM A05]. 

However, community members complained that housing plans have taken many years, 

with little apparent progress. They blamed this on the personality of the landowner and, 

despite estate management and the landowner publishing development progress in the 

estate newsletter, this was arguably not visible enough for community understanding. This 

suggests that perhaps more interactive estate-community engagement is required with 

regard to housing developments (as exemplified in A01). 

 

Further exploration of housing-related landowner-community interaction highlights 

negative examples, which similarly provide an insight into processes of estate-community 

engagement in community sustainability. Despite an apparent positive outcome in A01, 

estate managers were criticised for initially informing the community by hanging posters 

of housing development plans in village shops:  
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“When…they first came up with announcing the [A01 housing development] site, 

they just put maps in the various shops. And the Community Council said ‘we’d 

have done far better if you’d come along to a Community Council meeting and 

made it a prior announcement’” [CA A01]. 

This ‘passive’ community consultation falls low on Arnstein’s ladder (cf. Section 3.6), as it 

is an example of informing the community of change, without providing a forum for 

community reaction or clarification. However, given the dialogue-focussed manner of 

subsequent community planning events, it may be inferred that estate management 

responded to community negativity, possibly highlighted to the estate manager through 

established links to key community groups. This shift in approach was likely in order to 

maintain these links and ensure the positive acceptance of the estate plans, which will 

inevitably be financially rewarding to the estate.  

 

Further negative or ‘unsustainable’ housing-related landowner-community interactions 

occurred on case study estates which appeared to lack a history of change, having 

apparently stayed the same, with little organic growth throughout the period of ownership 

of a particular family, or due to issues of community resistance. Examples include case 

study A04, where community calls for the estate to release land for housing and other 

developments was a central concern: 

“We have been here for 25 years and we’ve watched…other communities grow 

but…[here] the estate has stifled every possibility…” [CA A04]. 

“…the housing thing is very live - there is a strong perception…that the 

estate…wasn’t flogging off land sufficiently…and that was the real impediment” 

[EM A04]. 

In this example, the researcher was invited to the inaugural meeting of the ‘community 

land reform group’, who aimed to ‘bring the estate to the table’ with the lever of the 

LRSA, in order to force the estate to provide land for housing, business units and crofting 

[CSD A04]. However, this was a polarised debate: the land reform group meeting was not 

public, and no representatives of the estate were apparently invited. The group explained 

that, during their initial scoping meeting in previous months, the A04 landowner had 

attended but left early – and in their view, rather abruptly. This version of events was 

contradicted by the landowner. Nonetheless, this example illustrates a rift between a 

certain community group and the landowner, undoubtedly influenced by personality 

differences, but with significant impacts on community sustainability with regard to 

affordable housing development. On one hand, the landowner appears understanding and 

keen to promote local development, but explains that the ownership and decision-making 
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mechanisms of the estate prohibit the simple distribution of estate assets for free or below 

market rent: 

“…we are regularly approached by people who want to get access to land at [A04 

Estate] and…the land that we’ve sold recently has been below and in some 

cases…very significantly below the open market value, which I’m keen to do as a 

local resident who wants to see community development. But…we have to satisfy 

the directors that in agreeing to [these land sales] that they’re not in contravention 

of their obligations under the Companies Act. And that’s a difficult balance 

sometimes to strike” [PL A04]. 

On the other hand, this explanation is dismissed as a smokescreen by members of the land 

reform group who imply that the landowner is reluctant to release land for reasons of self-

interest: 

“I think [the estate is] just trying to fob people off…at the stroke of a pen, [PL A04] 

can over-ride [the Estate directors’ advice]…” [CA A04]. 

Whilst the land reform group members highlighted a lack of any housing development for 

many decades, the estate management had simultaneously submitted planning applications 

for a development with a mix of housing types, therefore arguably addressing the call for 

affordable housing and population increase.  

 

Other case study examples highlight the importance of communication between 

landowner, estate management and community, including negative perceptions of estate 

housing maintenance. In case study A02, some estate tenants complain that housing 

affordability is compromised by a lack of insulation and general building disrepair: 

“…she is paying twice as much as a council house and her cottage has no insulation 

and damp problems, so heating costs will be sky high. She is trying to persuade [PL 

A02] to put in a wood burning stove…” [CSD A02]. 

Estate management explain the difficult prioritising task of housing maintenance, 

highlighting concerns regarding meeting the needs of tenants whilst retaining estate 

profitability: 

“…I’m doing a maintenance schedule at the moment…and I’ll prioritise it…so that 

we can try and keep on top of it…[but] I do find myself regularly saying ‘look 

we’ve got 26 houses on the estate – I can’t blow the whole budget on one 

house’…” [EM A02]. 

This example suggests a lack of understanding on the part of the estate community 

regarding estate management and financial planning. It may be argued that it is the 

responsibility of the landowner to promote up-to-date estate plans and maintain an open 
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dialogue with tenants and the wider community. The estate manager portrays an 

approachable management style, with tenants informally asking the estate for assistance, 

yet greater publication of maintenance planning may appease tenant dissatisfaction. 

However, this would in turn require the dissemination of estate finances which may be 

considered a private family matter. This example highlights the cross-over between family 

and business in private estate ownership and the potential influence of dissenting family 

voices, threatening the pragmatic management approach identified for estate sustainability 

(cf. Section 8.1.1). 

 

Similarly, estate rented properties in case study A05 were considered to require significant 

maintenance and upgrading. This was highlighted as a key issue of importance to the estate 

community: 

“…the estate is a good landlord – ‘[EM A05] sorts things out’ – but her house is 

seriously lacking insulation so electricity bills for heating are huge. She would 

welcome any grants…given to the estate to insulate houses…” [CSD A05].  

“[Estate community sustainability would be improved with:] Better treatment of 

staff [with] housing improvements” [CSR A05]. 

The estate manager admits that some properties have not been inspected for at least ten 

years. It may be inferred that this lack of hands-on and ‘visual’ management has had an 

impact on estate-community relations, as the community may feel that their concerns are 

not being fully taken on board and acted on by the landowner and estate management. On 

the other hand, the estate manager is currently devising a long-term maintenance plan and 

wider estate management plan, in conjunction with the landowner. As the estate manager 

describes: 

“…he who shouts loudest used to get…whereas what we should do is have a 

priority list…When I have been going round I have been getting people to tell me 

what they think is wrong with the house and…then saying ‘don’t think this is going 

to get done next week’…[but] they have been neglected for years…” [EM A05]. 

This quote indicates a proactive approach by the estate manager regarding housing 

maintenance and managing tenant expectations, although after a period of self-confessed 

‘neglect’, likely due to an unexpected change of landowner.  

As mentioned previously, this landowner is also planning to develop new 

affordable housing in order to replace the inadequate properties for current estate tenants, 

with the long-term aim of redeveloping the old estate housing as holiday accommodation 

and a diversified income stream for the estate. However, letters from community members 
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to the estate illustrate a lack of understanding regarding these long-term plans and a sense 

of frustration due to planning barriers: 

“…there’s a letter from [CA A05 couple] in February ’04…So six years, no wonder 

they’re fed up…I would say we kept people up to date with rather depressing news 

that we are not getting anywhere…Some people might not feel that” [EM A05]. 

This example illustrates a certain disconnect between landowner and estate community, 

with negative implications for estate community sustainability regarding affordable 

housing, and arguably a need for increased opportunities for estate-community 

engagement.  

 

In summary, this evaluation illustrates several key factors that contribute to positive estate-

community engagement, and in turn, the housing aspects of community sustainability. 

These factors include proactive communication between estate and community, pre-

emptive community consultation regarding housing developments and the maintenance of 

close, friendly estate-community links, for example through membership of community 

groups. In contrast, negative factors that do not contribute to community sustainability 

include non-communicative approaches and a lack of ‘hands-on’ management by the 

estate, personality rifts and community uncertainty through a lack of estate communication 

regarding management and maintenance planning. These key factors will be further 

discussed in Chapter 8. 

7.3. Employment 

7.3.1. Employment – the current situation  

7.3.1.1. Limited opportunities 

As discussed in Chapter 3, land-based employment opportunities in rural Scotland have 

steadily declined in recent decades (Ward, 2006). This decline in employment 

opportunities arose as a key theme within the case studies, highlighted as an issue facing 

rural areas in general, with change driven on all scales from local to global forces. On the 

local scale, community members report a lack of employment possibilities due to the 

closure or down-turn of traditional industries, as well as a changing workforce: 

“There is very little work here now because the forestry is not taking anybody on, 

the mine is closed, the fish farm is not taking anymore and the estate will not take 

anymore” [CA A04]. 
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“There’s only the fish farm, the hatchery…the restaurant and hotel in the 

summertime…in 10 years’ time there will not be a sheep or a cow here” [CA A06]. 

Another community participant asserts that employment opportunities are limited to self-

employment, the local council or large fish farm – otherwise you are considered 

‘unemployable’. Another feels that the decline in local employment has been due to a trend 

for centralisation, for example in public services. The case studies suggest that rural areas 

may inherently struggle to reach satisfactory employment levels; ‘underemployment’ 

arises as a key theme. 

 

The local scale also highlights several challenges facing businesses and self-employed 

community members. These challenges include the competition from large supermarkets 

confronting small local shops, as well as the impact of an uncertain and costly regulatory 

and legislative environment, perceived as barriers to the economic viability and 

sustainability of small businesses. Community members are doubtful of local commitment 

to initiating new businesses, blaming a reluctance to practical work: 

“…there just doesn’t seem to be a lot of commitment to anything in [A03 

village]…nothing really gets going for long…I suppose nowadays…naebody’s 

wanting really hands-on work at all, like” [CA A03]. 

There are also funding issues in encouraging local employment, a lack of childcare and a 

perceived lack of land availability to permit the development and expansion of industry 

and employment opportunities. Community members describe constraints including: 

“…there is no diversity in the job market…There are no crofts here and there are 

very few private landowners so there is no self-employment…The croft supports all 

manner of business…and that doesn't exist here” [CA A04]. 

“It is a worry…once the funding goes [it] depends on [community development 

company] - how well it does” [CA A05]. 

Other key issues include accessibility for bringing in building materials or animal feed, and 

the distance to markets for products produced in such remote areas. Seasonality of 

employment opportunities at times inhibits the employment of local community members, 

who require year-round work. Community members explain that foreign immigrants are 

willing to undertake seasonal work at lower cost. 

Community members describe the decline in employment opportunities and the 

impact of this decline. In one case study, the closure of many shops has reduced the 

number of people working and visiting the village on a daily basis, negatively impacting 

on village aesthetics and community spirit:  
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“…the hardware shop closed and it’s a shame because…that is a business that will 

never re-open in the centre of the village and…it makes the square look more 

attractive when you’ve got more shops…” [CA A01]. 

The decline and closure of employment sources is also believed to have a major influence 

on population stability, and other businesses, such as shops and pubs. In one case study 

community, a key employment source was suddenly closed, resulting in unemployment 

and knock-on negative impacts: 

“I think since the [key employment source] closed…I think we’re going to see a 

mass exodus here in the next 2 or 3 years…” [CA A04]. 

“They…felt that there was no trade just now, especially from the locals…this year 

they have been hit hard” [CSD A04]. 

Community members in other case studies also highlight the uncertainty of local 

employment provided by only a handful of large employers, and the potential negative 

impact were one to relocate or close. Fish farming in particular is considered “not what 

you’d call a safe bet” [PL A05]. On the other hand, large employment sources are 

attributed to maintaining a viable population and thus key services in some case studies, 

despite the potential negative impacts. In case study A06, the large fish farm is considered 

a key element in community sustainability: “if it wasn't for the fish farm we would have no 

school and bugger all here” [CA A06]. Its employees recognise the significant population 

influx generated by their employer; many have moved into the community to work there, 

bringing family members. It is also noted that the landowner encouraged the development 

of this key employment source, and was a previous board member of the company. This 

highlights the potential role of the landowner in facilitating employment (cf. Section 7.3.2). 

 

Nonetheless, employment on the local scale is also driven and influenced by external and 

world-scale forces, impacting on the resilience and potential sustainability of the local 

community. Within A02, a small fish farm business owner explains how he is trying to 

‘second guess’ changes to national-level legislation which would halt his fish production 

for a number of years, in order to come into line with the new regulations. Whilst the 

closure of the key employment source in A04 was the result of fluctuating global markets 

devaluing the local product, community members also recognise that the resources of their 

remote region are not being used to provide maximum income locally when controlled by 

large external companies: 

“[A04 location] should be a wealthy place, but the money’s gone…mainly to big 

companies…” [CA A04]. 
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Other community members highlight significant negative environmental damage 

apparently caused by such large-scale industries. Fish farming is singled out as a central 

cause in the decline of wild fish stocks due to the infiltration of pests and diseases, thus 

threatening traditional income sources for the estate, such as recreational river fishing. 

On the other hand, some businesses have experienced increasing trade due to large-

scale trends, for example in tourism, where holidays within the British Isles have increased 

in popularity given the current recession: 

“We’re just fortunate to have had a busy summer locally…People just have realised 

it might be just as cheap to stay at home and go self-catered…” [CA A04]. 

This indicates that communities with a diversity of business types and sizes are likely to 

have greater resistance to external and large-scale forces impacting negatively on local 

employment. 

 

The case study estates also demonstrate a decline in direct employment. Landowners and 

community members describe former times when the estate was a central rural employer, 

and jobs were numerous: 

“…originally all the estate men were employed, like joiners, masons…all employed 

by the estate…But…after the war…there was a big, big cut…there was probably 

about half a dozen gardeners and then eventually there was only one gardener” [CA 

A05]. 

Other interviewees describe the implications of this decline on the community and 

landscape: 

“…most people grew up, saw the future on the estate” [CA A05]. 

“…there were a lot of people…working on the estate…[now] they’ll come in and 

say ‘oh, the hill road’s in great order…well for me, it’s nothing like what it used to 

be!” [EF A02]. 

This decline in employment is believed to have been due primarily to business efficiency 

and financial requirements, as well as an overall trend for the reduction in numbers of land-

based workers with modernization and mechanization. Landowners and estate management 

provide details of the estate employment structure, and reasons for decreasing 

employment, including: 

“…it’s a compact organisation – but…it works very efficiently…” [EM A01]. 

“…in a place like this, there isn’t a vast rental and vast sums of money coming 

in…[so] we don’t employ anybody full time…” [PL A06]. 



Page | 173 

 

These reasons are widely comprehended by community members, who explain that:  

“…it’s business…and it has to be” [CA A01]. 

“…there is a lot of work available, but they just can’t afford it…” [CA A05].  

Others discuss a perception of dependency on estate employment, a lack of confidence in 

self-employment, and estate efforts to increase self-employment, which are believed to 

maximize output and reduce risk: 

“…you have to look at the bigger picture…[the estate has] got a lot of tenants – 

take them away, and the estate try to do [it] itself, and I don’t think it would stand 

up. Because…if someone wanted to achieve something, the best way to do it is 

through a tenant that is willing…because they have to work – they have to make it 

pay….” [CA A02]. 

Community members also perceive that a decline in direct estate employment has been 

matched with an increase in tenancies, including former farming employees becoming 

agricultural tenants of the estate. These examples reinforce the view that increasing estate 

tenancies is potentially a more secure and productive method for the estate to maintain 

business output, rather than maintain operations ‘in house’ and with responsibility for a 

workforce. This emphasizes a changing ‘estate community’, as tenants may be unlikely to 

consider that they have as close a connection to the estate as direct employees. It may thus 

be inferred that changes to estate employment structures, with the goal of business 

efficiency, have also likely contributed to the decline of ‘estate community’ identity and 

new relationships or levels of influence between landowner and ‘tenant’ estate community.  

7.3.1.2. Employment choices and trends 

The case studies also demonstrate the wider social and environmental implications caused 

by a lack of local employment. As employment for many in these rural communities 

requires commuting to large settlements, often significant distances from home, to live in 

the community is “a lifestyle choice” [CA A04]. Interviewees highlight both the positive 

and negative effects of this trend on the community and themselves: 

“…the new housing …the men and the women – they both commute to work…it’s 

brought in new families, and a bit of new growth and a bit of new energy into the 

village” [CA A01]. 

“…travelling back and forth to Inverness every day you’re not getting a home 

life…I’m not putting anything into the community by doing that” [CA A06]. 

The case studies illustrate that the decisions of the landowner can have an influence on 

commuting trends given the development, or not, of housing and employment premises. 
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The penultimate quote indicates that commuting is considered somewhat inevitable, but the 

benefits of an increasing population outweigh any negative effects. 

 

Nonetheless, rural employment trends – whether commuting or working in the local 

community – are driven by many personal considerations, including financial pressures, 

family life and business aspirations. Case study participants outlined the motivating factors 

for their employment choices, including level of expected income (whether working 

locally or commuting), family commitments, continuing family businesses and the 

opportunity to become self-employed, lifestyle choices, as well the need to generate year-

round employment. Many people in rural communities have to undertake ‘pluri-active’ 

employment practices because of seasonality and low wage levels: 

“…I’m tenant in the gardens here. It’s not sustainable 12 months of the year… 

you’ve got two or three months in the winter time - there’s not much you can do…I 

had my tractor anyway…[so] I do farm management…on a contract basis…” [CA 

A02]. 

“[CA1 A04]…runs the firewood business in the estate yard, and drives the school 

bus…[CA2 A04]…he is a stalker with [local land based employer] and runs the 

laundry; ‘Everyone has more than one job here? You have to’” [CSD A04]. 

In some case studies, the number of jobs is relatively high, resulting in labour shortages for 

employers. This again relates to seasonality and the low-paid service jobs available, despite 

their abundance; subsequently leading to a rise in employment of foreign immigrants, as 

well as community tensions regarding unemployed community members: 

“…there is nobody in this village who is unemployable unless they want to 

be…most people are fully employed but…the majority of those don’t have a full-

time job…people have lots of various jobs to do” [CA A02]. 

“[CA A06] is adamant that many in [A06 village]…prefer just to live off their 

‘giros’, and that there is plenty of work here for those that want it…[as] the hotels 

and fish farms now employ many Polish people” [CSD A06]. 

On the other hand, jobs are limited in some communities, meaning that some community 

members have little to choose from and little potential for career development: 

“…the people that are working…would be all on minimum wage…because they 

are the only jobs…[and] there is no hierarchy for progressing…If you want to get 

on and do well you leave” [CA A06]. 

As indicated by this quote, out-migration, especially of younger community members, is a 

key problem. Limited job availability, low wages (in conjunction with high house prices), 
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as well as a perceived lack of career development potential, force many younger people to 

leave their home area, for example: 

“…we have lost a lot of young people here over the last few years…There’s jobs in 

the fish farm but nothing else…no social life for them…” [CA A06]. 

 

As these quotes and individual stories demonstrate, the housing and employment 

challenges for young people are a central issue in the minds of rural community members 

of all age groups. This phenomenon is causing population decreases in rural areas, with 

associated impacts on service provision, further dislodging the roots of communities. A 

related issue is the lack of elderly care, which may force older community members to 

leave in search of adequate care, again resulting in population decrease and a loss of 

generational continuity. Community members suggest that developing elderly care services 

is a potential employment source, especially for the younger female population who are 

seen to ‘miss out’ with limited service-based job opportunities. Nonetheless, the view that, 

as job opportunities are limited for young people, they have no choice but to relocate, is 

refuted by several community interviewees including: 

“…through the National Park…there are a lot of young people who do stay here 

and don’t move away” [CA A02]. 

“There are opportunities for young people to continue to work…in the area – and 

whether they choose to or not, that’s a completely different thing, but there 

are…opportunities, which there weren’t before” [CA A04]. 

The perception of wider opportunities is held by many older community members, for 

example in relation to further education. The case studies highlight the need for an 

entrepreneurial spirit in rural areas; interviewees describe their own examples of returning 

to the village, including re-building a derelict house as a hotel. 

7.3.1.3. Estate employment 

Many case study participants describe the provision of jobs by the estate, and both the 

positive and negative implications. Landowners and estate management describe the 

employment structure on the estate, illustrating the multi-role nature of estate jobs:  

depending on the season, estate activities and events, employees are required to pick up a 

variety of tasks. However, whilst the estate promotes the employment of local people, the 

available employment is predominantly low paid, especially for women: 

“…the employment of men tends to be higher value employment…women are 

employed on the estate but a lot of them are involved in cleaning the estate 

properties, and…there’s a very significant gender disparity...” [PL A04]. 
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Case studies illustrate a potential estate business limitation associated with a lack of 

available local labour, for example: 

“…the issue of people to come and work on maintenance here, so if there happened 

to be a plumber and joiner - an accountant - living self-employed, then we’d use 

them a lot...” [EM A04]. 

The issue of low wages is reiterated by community members, but they also state that the 

other ‘benefits’ of estate work are likely to compensate for low wages, for example 

housing and lifestyle: 

“…even estate work…its nae [not] the best of pay…fair enough if you get a 

house…it does help” [CA A03]. 

“…they are obviously not there for the salaries…But…it’s easy…they don’t have 

to think about their career…or how they are going to get to work – that’s all 

thought out for them” [CA A04]. 

The second quote suggests that estate employment is desirable, because of a perception 

that the estate management takes responsibility for creating work beyond other employers.  

This may be considered a positive element of private landownership, but this interviewee 

suggests that level of support creates a sense of dependency and doesn’t encourage career 

progression. 

 

In another case, a local contractor describes the assistance of the estate providing 

dependable work to his business: 

“…the general maintenance of all the estate property was guaranteed to you…as 

long as you were keeping your nose clean” [CA A05]. 

A further case study estate is criticised for employing external contractors: 

“…another thing about the estate and the sustainability of the communities here. A 

plumber lives…in [neighbouring village] and…they won’t employ him…the estate 

are bringing plumbers…it’s crazy…” [CA A04]. 

These contradictory views of the positive and negative aspects of employment by privately 

owned estates reveal a complex picture, perhaps highlighting a lack of communication 

about estate management planning to the community, but also suggesting that estate 

employment that maximises local opportunities has a key role in sustainable rural 

communities. Equally, estate employment and employee skills are believed by estate 

representatives to strengthen estate business sustainability: 

“…we are extremely well-served with our staff here…[EM1 A01]…is incredibly 

environmentally conscious and focussed on sustainability…” [EM2 A01]. 
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“…it is a relatively contented place and that’s illustrated by the fact that there is 

very low staff turnover” [PL A04]. 

Many of the case study estates have a policy of keeping business enterprises and 

employment potential ‘in house’, or within the main estate business, rather than relying on 

contractors or external agencies, mainly to minimise estate expenditure. This policy has 

both positive and negative impacts in terms of employment, both resulting in a reduction of 

indirect employment and tenancies that contribute positively to community sustainability, 

and by promoting estate employment, in order to cover the estate work required: 

“…in terms of running the business, we do have a philosophy of trying to keep as 

much as possible in hand. So we run an estate office…[which is] creating a 

community and…a feeling about the place…” [EM A04]. 

However, this ‘philosophy’ is criticised for creating a sense of dependency, as mentioned, 

which contributes to low standards of workmanship: 

“The dependency culture is so endemic…[and] the next step is they take no 

responsibility for the quality of the workmanship that they do...” [EF A04]. 

As explored in Section 7.3.2, it may be inferred that local communities typically perceive 

the role of the landowner to be in employment generation; however the need for 

community empowerment in income and employment generation is also highlighted. 

 

Nonetheless, the case study private estates are also considered to display a responsible 

attitude towards the local community and employment: 

“…it’s up to me, to try and provide not only a viable business for the next 

generation, but also to…provide for a lot of the staff. In a normal…business you’d 

be able to give people pensions, but here the best you can do is probably provide 

them with a house...” [PL A02]. 

“…they look after us …I’ve nae complaints whatsoever…” [EM A03]. 

Estate managers also describe a policy of employing people past retirement age, in order to 

take ‘responsibility’ for the estate community. Other community members consider this 

sense of responsibility is a persistence of historic ‘paternalism’, and exacerbates a 

dependency culture: 

“…it’s a kind of paternalistic thing with the estate that they…look after [the estate 

employees]…some of the issues that…affect people in the village maybe don’t 

affect people on the estate” [CA A04]. 

The final point highlights potential tensions between the estate and village community. A 

further point of contention within the case studies was the influence of external estate 
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management, providing an insight into the role of the ‘factor’ or estate manager in estate 

and community sustainability. Viewpoints include: 

“I wish [EM2 A01] worked for us…[but the] beauty of him being a [land agency 

company] man is that he has [land agency company] colleagues, and so he has a 

network…he has got access to advice...” [EM1 A01]. 

“…the trouble with [A04 estate] running its own office is it tends to get very 

parochial” [EF A04]. 

These quotes illustrate the benefits or otherwise of the employment of resident or external 

land management, and the networks of knowledge available to the estate manager. It is also 

notable that almost all of the case study estates provided office-based and salaried jobs, as 

well as employment opportunities for students and young people – highlighted as a key 

challenge throughout this chapter for rural communities – plus often providing training 

through employment: 

“…we take on four students a year and…give them practical training in gardening 

skills…” [EM A01]. 

“I think [A04 Estate] is clever to have provided enough revenue that they can 

afford people in the office...” [EF A04]. 

However, the penultimate quote indicates a perception of ‘over-employment’ on some 

estates, which is not considered productive, and may be connected to tensions between the 

village and estate community. As outlined previously, estate employment is also 

recognised by all participant groups as not providing career development: 

“…I learned so much about the estate and about the different departments and…it 

stood me in such a good position to get my job…[but] at the [estate job]…after 5 

years – I…knew there was…nowhere up…” [CA A02]. 

“[A04 Estate]…ought to be proactive in…using local training programs which 

[regional college] offers…in order to encourage people to stay within [region]...” 

[EF A04]. 

 

The case studies illustrated the influence of this sample of estates on local businesses and 

local self-employment – both positively and negatively. On the one hand, these estates 

have the capacity to provide land or premises for local business development and therefore 

increasing indirect employment: 

“We provide buildings for people, or premises for people to run and operate their 

business from – for example, [building name]…it’s not rented at the moment, but 

we’d look at that as a potential business…” [EM A02]. 
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“…the application…incorporates a new childcare building… and also seven 

commercial units…an important part of it is diversification of job 

opportunities…[and to] encourage more people to come here...” [PL A05]. 

“[the fish farm has]…been facilitated by the estate…it wasn’t a question that the 

estate ever thought it needed to run everything…” [PL A06]. 

However, whilst the case studies largely illustrate an open and encouraging attitude to the 

development of businesses on estate land, with positive implications for local employment, 

other examples show the power of landowners to inhibit and discourage business 

development:  

“…the place needs…people who are prepared to…start businesses…but without 

getting ground, it’s tricky” [CA A04]. 

“I had a letter from somebody…who thought they might come up and start 

a…restaurant…but fundamentally I wrote back to them and said that I didn’t think 

it was a good idea…I don’t want to overdo the competition...” [PL A06]. 

This prevention of indirect employment is attributed to a lack of available space, a 

common theme throughout this chapter, as well as landowner views regarding the potential 

market and impact on the community. Similar landowner decision-making regarding the 

development of crofts has implications for local employment and income opportunities. 

These attitudes ultimately reflect the landowners’ personality, as well as their motivation in 

estate objectives; therefore it is likely that different decisions depend on the specific owner 

rather than significant common factors. Further examples of this influence will be explored 

in Section 7.3.2. 

7.3.1.4. Crofting and community enterprise development 

Several case studies raised the issue of the potential for community land acquisition in 

order to generate local employment. Land reform with the goal of creating new crofts, is 

considered by community members, the route to positive progress and a chance to provide 

the local community with the opportunity to build homes and businesses. Interviewees 

describe their local community as ‘isolated within the island of the estate’, and with little 

land to develop. Themes of ‘limited space’ are exemplified in further case studies, where 

incoming community members express frustration at being unable to purchase a croft and 

expand potential land-based income generation, for example, growing vegetables for local 

sale. This desire for ownership is disputed by another community crofting member: 

“[CA A05] thinks that there is no benefit to owning your croft outright – he is a 

positive believer in the benefits of the grazings committee…and help at the 
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fanagh…[and] the potential for leverage with a bad landowner, with the right to 

buy” [CSD A05]. 

This difference in viewpoint may be interpreted as a dichotomy between the local, 

traditional, crofting community and the incoming population regarding the value of 

ownership and aspirations in terms of employment and income.  

 

Throughout the case studies it was suggested that a changing model and the expected 

livelihood of crofting may provide employment opportunities, through providing the space 

for entrepreneurial development and re-connecting rural communities to the land. Whilst 

the community land reform campaigners of case study A04 note that crofting does not 

generate a full-time income, the acceptance and extent of pluri-activity confirm the 

potential positive opportunities of an increase or regeneration of crofting tradition. 

Following a community meeting to discuss the possibility of establishing woodland crofts 

the researcher records: 

“She told me…how many people here would like to get into crofting – it would suit 

the…part time work for many people here – especially with families” [CSD A02]. 

Community members also perceive a sense of empowerment with a rise in crofting and 

changing power dynamics. An estate manager explains that this gives the crofting 

community the right to develop businesses: 

“…the crofters would have as much right to what happens on the estate as the 

landlord. You could argue more…the crofters have the right to even buy their croft. 

They have the right to decroft their house site, they can apportion bits of the 

common grazing into their croft, they run businesses on their crofts, etc…” [EM 

A06]. 

Others agree that provision of land, in the style of a croft, would be significant in retaining 

the local community: 

“We talked…about the crofting idea…he…feels that slightly larger plots for 

building would help. People could then build a house, have a workshop/garage, etc, 

a greenhouse for veg - and make roots” [CSD A04]. 

However, there are more sceptical views regarding the potential for crofting development, 

especially given its complex and changing legislative framework, lack of income potential 

and changing societal aspirations: 

“…a croft can’t sustain a family of four – you still need…a regular…job…I think 

the community needs more families, but I think they’ve got to come for the right 

reasons not just because, ‘oh there’s a free bit of land’…” [CA A04] 
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“…If you are having a croft you need to work more than people are willing to work 

today” [CA A04]. 

This vision of growing the number of crofts in order to develop rural employment 

opportunities may be unrealistic: 

“If you go back 100 years, everybody was farming these bits of ground, because 

their livelihood depended on it. Now their livelihood doesn’t depend on it…” [EM 

A06]. 

“…to make a living…one person would need the whole of [A06]…we haven't got 

300 sheep left in [A06], we used to have 1500 probably” [CA A06]. 

Whilst A06 village has at least 40 crofting units, during the case study period there were 

only around five ‘active’ crofters, who sublet several other crofts to ensure a viable 

crofting enterprise, mostly farming sheep. It is evident that crofting in this small 

community faces the dichotomy of maintaining both cultural heritage and agricultural 

production, and uncertainty regarding changing legislation further reduces the potential 

employment and income sources related to crofting. 

 

However, several case studies in crofting regions presented negative issues and reluctance 

regarding the potential development of crofting, for example: 

“…the grandson took over it and he says ‘right, I’m going to buy up my croft’…we 

had to sell the croft land to that crofter, even though he was technically not 

crofting…It cost me more to negotiate accesses through it and to do the 

conveyancing than we actually got for the land…and he also screwed all…the other 

crofters…crofting is a disaster to us” [PL A02]. 

It is clear in this case why the landowner is not keen on increasing the potential land area 

that could be acquired for below market prices from the community. However, the 

interview data do not indicate a general disconnect between landowners and their local 

communities as a result of the legislative framework. For example, the A06 landowner is 

not concerned about potential land buy-outs: 

“…you’ll find that community buy-outs have largely been activated where there’s 

been unsatisfactory landlords, or factoring…and that everybody’s never quite sure 

what’s going to happen…I don’t see everybody in [A06] rushing out, wanting to do 

a community buy out…we might as well all just get on with everything…” [PL 

A06]. 

This quote illustrates again a pragmatic view of landowner-community relations. Instead, 

this landowner feels that a greater concern is the individual right to buy which, s/he 

believes, will break down the crofting structure and result in the end of a way of life.  
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 Furthermore, as mentioned, Case Study A04 presents a special case as, although it 

is within a crofting region, prior centuries saw the estate completely decrofted. However, 

community members are calling for the reinstatement of crofts in order to provide land for 

community-led housing and business development, generating tensions between the 

landowning family and a section of the community apparently seeking greater equality in 

property rights. Certainly, contemporary crofting governance is controversial and could 

lead to a disconnect between landowner and community in the sample of estates 

investigated. Perhaps the development of co-management structures would encourage 

these landowners to expand the land available for crofting, facilitating associated 

employment and income sources.  

7.3.1.5. Employment growth opportunities 

The case studies illustrate the real need to increase employment and develop potential 

opportunities in rural areas and on privately-owned estates. As discussed within the 

definition of a ‘sustainable rural community’, it is strongly believed by all participant 

groups that housing development should be matched with employment opportunities, and 

vice versa. The case studies provide, to a certain extent, a positive perception of new 

businesses and their owners who are locating themselves in rural communities. As 

community members assert: 

“The new people that’s come into the hotel…bringing new things and new ideas” 

[CA A01]. 

“If [CA A04] gets another 50 acres he’ll turn it into a market garden…because he’s 

just got that sort of work ethos” [CA A04]. 

The second quote reiterates a perceived lack of space for business development, again 

highlighting the role of estate decision-making and provision of land. Furthermore, there 

are also tensions within the case studies between incoming business developers, incoming 

eastern European workers, and local community workers or entrepreneurs - and their 

acceptability to the original population varies. Community members also provide negative 

comments regarding current businesses that are not considered efficient, socially 

responsible or ensuring they maximise potential income, e.g. by staying open for usual 

working hours. These ‘grumblings’ in turn contribute negatively to community spirit and 

cohesion, a central element in the definition of a sustainable rural community (cf. Section 

6.2.1). 
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As mentioned previously, the future of rural employment is widely believed to be based in 

tourism:  

[Community sustainability would be improved with:] More tourism! [CSR A02]. 

“Economy of village depends on tourism” [CSR A03]. 

The role of the estate in providing this tourism income is highlighted, as well as enterprises 

linked to second homes: 

“…every single person in [A03 village] is dependant on the estates managing the 

land properly, because…everybody is living off tourist income…Because Queen 

Victoria fell in love with the scenery” [CA A03]. 

“…the plus side…is that there are quite a few people employed in looking after 

holiday homes…So these people are there living off the holiday home brigade” 

[CA A02]. 

However, despite this positive potential, an increase of tourism-related enterprises 

compounds the negativities surrounding an incoming population and second home 

ownership: 

“I mean…into the hotels and it’s full of Eastern Europeans…the Brits won’t do the 

jobs” [CA A03]. 

“Tourism is fine in hotels and B&Bs…where they are actually generating some 

income in the community, but not the holiday homes” [CA A06]. 

Whilst tourism is contested as a beneficial employment sector, the success of local 

businesses is attributed to certain key factors. These include an incoming population and 

visiting trade, entrepreneurial spirit, shop owners ensuring they maintain correct stock 

levels and variety, the receipt of grant funding, developing opportunities with broadband, 

providing flexible working hours and the availability of local childcare: 

“…[the club] was for the kids. It was to do activities and…We got funding for that 

and…[EF A05] started on about a childcare facility for people working 

here…[because] if we had a childcare facility, then we could get more people to 

work” [CA A05]. 

“[CA A06] began mussel farming in the mid-1980s and now employs 5 other 

people…he developed his business – with…support from his brother, whilst 

working in tandem with the fish farm/and [PL A06]” [CSD A06]. 

It is implicit within the case studies that these positive elements should be supported and 

maintained, in order to generate sustainable businesses and employment. As the second 

quote demonstrates, some businesses are supported directly by the estate, indicating a key 
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role for private landownership in developing potential enterprises and employment 

opportunities.  

 

Further case study examples illustrate the potential for growth in direct and indirect estate 

employment. The landowner and estate management interviewees describe visions for 

estate development with employment opportunities, including: 

“What I’m trying to do is get sustainable employment – which means food 

production, energy production, quarries – both from me and with tenants” [PL 

A02]. 

This potential is positively accepted by community members, who describe development 

ideas and the role of the estate: 

“…more direct employment by the estate a positive possibility…for example 

keepering and factoring – to diversify employment away from fish farm” [CSD 

A06]. 

Therefore, potential employment expansion may be enabled by estate provision of 

facilities, for example business premises but this ultimately depends on the motivations 

and decision-making of the landowner, in addition to their level of involvement in day-to-

day management and their vision for the estate. Nonetheless, both estate management and 

community members recognise that fulfilling the potential and increasing employment 

opportunities is a challenge due to several key factors and uncertainties. These include a 

‘rooted’ community from which to obtain estate employees, and a lack of estate income: 

“[the estate] provides a lot of jobs…[but] it’s very difficult to deal with…[the] 

current unemployment problem, because they can’t suddenly create an array of new 

jobs” [EF A04].  

“…estate…jobs are no longer passed down generations and this loses continuity” 

[CSD A04]. 

“There is no way…[A06] Estate could employ people in a meaningful way, 

because there is no income generated on the estate” [CA A06]. 

These examples of potential employment clearly have implications for both community 

and estate sustainability, in line with the definitions explored in the previous chapter. A 

common theme regarding the potential to reverse perceived declining rural employment is 

the interaction of private landowners with the estate and village community, and the 

processes of engagement undertaken.  
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7.3.2. Evaluation of landowner-community ‘interactions’ regarding 

employment 

‘Sustainable jobs’ and rural employment are a central element of the definition of 

‘community sustainability’ developed in Chapter 6. Specific aspects of the definition with 

regard to employment included appropriate employment opportunities to be fostered in 

conjunction with housing development, in order to maintain a young and mixed 

community population, and that rural community sustainability would be promoted 

through the availability and allocation of land and buildings for small businesses and self-

employment, a key role for local land management and owners. The definition also 

illustrated that community sustainability is inhibited by the loss, or potential loss, of key 

employment sources, therefore local diversification is vital, especially to reverse reliance 

on external companies. An increase in commuting is considered to have negative 

implications for socio-economic sustainability. However, it is probably a consequence of 

declining rural employment opportunities. 

Within the case studies, the researcher observed several examples of estate-

community interaction and engagement processes, which may be considered in alignment 

with employment aspects of the ‘sustainable community’ definition, thus arguably 

contributing to community sustainability. In addition, those which contradict the definition, 

it may be inferred, are detrimental to community sustainability. This section describes 

these examples of landowner-community interaction, and seeks to understand the 

engagement processes that contribute positively, and negatively, to estate community 

sustainability. 

 

In line with the need for diversification outlined in the definition, case study A02 

illustrated extensive estate diversification and promotion of estate tenancies, which may be 

considered a positive contribution to rural community sustainability. The numerous small 

businesses present on the estate, and the estate’s role in them are described: 

“…what we’ve tended to do is we’ve now hived off things – we’ve started…the 

granite quarry…the strawberry farm…[and] a fish hatchery…[CA A01], who lives 

in the community. …they’re a tenancy – but again we work pretty closely together” 

[PL A02]. 

“…it’s got to work…if you take into consideration the strawberry farm, the riding 

stables, the quarry, the fish farm…[around] 50 people rely on a job on the estate” 

[EM A02]. 
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As the second quote explains, the impact of this estate management system has been 

positive for local employment, with likely indirect benefits of retaining the population, 

empowering the community through support for small businesses, as well as providing 

income sources for both community members and the estate. Both descriptions also 

suggest reasons for the encouragement of tenancies on the estate – primarily as a form of 

diversification, risk-spreading and maximising land use productivity for the estate. 

However, whilst the latter quote hints at the sense of responsibility held by the estate in 

providing employment, the motivating factors for encouraging tenancies are not driven by 

community responsibility, rather the need to ensure estate financial viability; 

“…we are always open to business ventures…[but] it has to fit in with the running 

and management of the estate” [EM A02]. 

“…it is diversification…We’re not putting all our eggs into one basket – we are 

spreading the risk” [EM A02]. 

Nonetheless, the wider socio-economic benefits of this management system are recognised 

by members of the estate community: 

“…[PL A02] has actually stuck his neck out…he has allowed people to come in 

and do things…he’s given people opportunities...” [CA A02].  

“…[A02 Estate is] allowing other people to use the name, the land - aspects of the 

estate to operate their own businesses…it’s minimal risk for [A02 Estate] and yet 

they are getting huge benefit out of it. And…we need the land, the name…so it’s 

a…mutually-beneficial relationship…but they are going to get the kudos and they 

are going to get the longer term benefits from that...” [CA A02]. 

The second quote illustrates the process of interaction with the estate community through 

support for tenancies as ‘mutually beneficial’. The acquisition of ‘kudos’ is likely to 

contribute positively to the change of image sought by the private landowning 

representative bodies (cf. Section 2.6). As mentioned, the private landowner views the 

development of estate community enterprises and tenancies as fundamental to estate 

sustainability, as financial viability is vital for continuing family ownership. However, a 

reportedly ‘open’ attitude likely encourages two-way interactions between the community 

and estate regarding employment opportunities and supporting start-up businesses. This 

landowner exhibits a pragmatic attitude to this interaction, rather than a sentimental or 

‘paternalistic’ approach. On the negative side, the independent spirit of this individual 

results in some decision-making without prior consultation, with impacts on tenants.  

 

Case study estate A04 reportedly employs a large proportion of the local community, both 

directly and indirectly: 
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“Thinking about the number of people who work here, it is one of our mission 

statements. Social responsibility is very high…That’s both for the people who live 

and work here, and the wider community…” [EM A04]. 

“We’ve increased the management effort in staffing quite a lot so…the theory is 

that we’ve now got enough people around we can go and do the next step of 

investing in new things…” [EM A04]. 

The estate managers also describe the community benefit derived from the estate office, for 

example, through use of its photocopying facilities. Therefore, in this case, the 

employment structure and ‘open door’ policy of the estate facilitate positive estate-

community interaction. Furthermore, as the estate manager details, the number of 

employees provides the capacity required to provide assistance to the community, as well 

as to develop new estate enterprises and maximise potential productivity. It is believed by 

estate representatives that maintaining and increasing employment on the estate generates 

and retains a community, an important consideration locally due to population decline. 

 

Case study estate A05 provides a further positive example of local self-employment whilst 

meeting the aims of the estate. In this case, saddled with significant inheritance tax during 

a down period of estate prosperity, the previous landowner was forced to reduce costs in 

order to retain family ownership: 

“He died young…and sort of crippled the estate with inheritance…his son took the 

reins on...we [estate employees] were a burden to them really, you know…” [CA 

A05]. 

Many subsequent redundancies of estate workers were positively converted to self-

employment, through the offer for former employees to continue to use their workshops 

and vehicles, as support for their start-up businesses. The landowner also provided 

guaranteed work for these new self-employed tradesmen on the estate; the major change 

was that the estate was not able to afford their full-time employment. This transition is 

described by former estate employees: 

“…they made a proposition to us…[that] we could start our own businesses, go 

self-employed – they’d rent the houses to us… it was a good opportunity…” [CA 

A05]. 

“…you got complete independence…[and] it’s been hard work, but it’s paid 

dividends. I’ve probably…a more comfortable lifestyle than…[if I’d] been still 

working on the [Estate]…” [CA A05]. 

This example resulted in the end of tied housing, since the ex-employees were then 

required to rent the houses that their estate employment had previously provided, if they 
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wished to stay. This may be perceived as a positive by-product of this change, empowering 

the ex-employees in a formalised housing arrangement; however it could also have resulted 

in outmigration of this group if rents were unaffordable. Nonetheless, a handful of 

successful businessmen and families continue to live on the estate, in one case in their self-

built house. 

Further to this boost to self-employment, this landowner developed a local 

company, a further estate business, as well as facilitating the tenancies of a large fish farm 

and hatchery; consequently there are more jobs than community residents available today 

in the community and on the estate. However, there is an anxiety that, given the dominance 

of these large employers, were they to fail or relocate in the future, this would have a 

significant negative impact on community sustainability. In this case, it seems vital to 

community sustainability and resilience that the current estate management continue to 

support self-employment and community-led enterprises; plans for development on the 

estate confirm the implementation of this goal, in particular the provision of a purpose-

built centre for a local social enterprise. The earlier example thus demonstrates a ‘win-win’ 

or mutually beneficial arrangement regarding employment for both the estate and 

community. Firstly, it relieves the estate of the ‘burden’ of staff wages, whilst retaining 

skilled workmen on the estate, and boosting community employment and resilience with 

assisted self-employment start-ups. Secondly, the plans for business units in conjunction 

with housing development will provide income for the estate through building rents, as 

well as providing the space for potential community enterprises, and estate-facilitated 

indirect employment. 

 

A final positive example of estate-facilitated employment occurred on Estate A06, where 

the largest employer is a renowned ‘sustainable’ fish farm. Whilst its location was 

suggested by its company owner, the estate owner was very encouraging of this business 

development: 

“I mean [A06]…didn’t have much…apart from local authority jobs and a bit of 

farming…which was why when the fish farm possibility came up it seemed to be 

the sort of thing that was needed and…going to develop because of the natural 

resources…[therefore] likely to be a much stronger basis for anything to happen…” 

[PL A06]. 

Subsequently, this landowner spent a number of years on the board of directors of this 

company, to ensure the best use of the estate land and community benefit. Furthermore, 

this landowner states that supporting community initiative is important to estate 
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management, illustrated in the support of several community-led enterprises, 

predominantly on estate land: 

“…the mussel farm was…a [CA A06] initiative, in which we…cooperated…in 

terms of sites...” [PL A06]. 

Nonetheless, this landowner feels that, in order to reduce reliance on the fish farm, further 

employment sources – within appropriate scale and not generating competition for existing 

local businesses – are required: 

“I would quite like…for there to be something else that would be different, but 

relevant…not trying to import some activity from another place...” [PL A06]. 

However, as a result of an apparent lack of communication between the landowner and the 

community regarding estate management plans and succession, community members are 

considering their right to buy the estate, if these plans are not in alignment with their view: 

“When I ask what about ‘after [PL A06]’ they both express their uncertainty about 

this – [CA1 A06] say’s he’d like to ask [PL A06] this…[CA2 A06] feels that they 

have a bit more leverage than in other areas on a change of ownership, with their 

crofting right-to-buy…” [CSD A06]. 

As this diary excerpt highlights, a sense of community uncertainty is likely influencing 

estate-community interaction and processes of engagement, and again raising the 

challenging question of landowning privacy in the context of community sustainability. 

 

Whilst all of the case studies demonstrate a supportive attitude to local employment, the 

researcher observed several examples which may be considered detrimental to community 

sustainability, according to the definition summarized at the beginning of this section. As 

highlighted, motivations for estate ownership, land use decision-making and the 

personality of the landowner play a significant part in the generation of or support for 

direct and indirect estate employment. As the owner of Estate A03 is particularly interested 

in sport shooting, the focus of estate enterprise and employment is game-related. Farmland 

is tenanted, forestry work is undertaken by contractors, and a local firm services the estate-

owned holiday cottages. Furthermore, there is no local estate office as land management 

services are provided by an external agency. Therefore, whilst the estate undoubtedly 

supports significant indirect estate employment, it only directly employs two gamekeepers 

locally. As one community member asserts: 

“They need to change the attitude, I suppose [PL A03] looks at this as it is – 

running…a sporting estate and let's keep it that way because it doesn't need much 

effort on his part, whereas if someone said why aren't you using this asset to run it 
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as a business…he would have to spend a lot more time and effort, money and a lot 

of hard work” [CA A03]. 

The reason for this narrow focus of employment, in addition to personal interest, may also 

be the absenteeism of this landowner. Thus, despite a close working relationship with 

many community actors, a lack of day-to-day local experience may inhibit landowner 

understanding regarding potential development and employment opportunities. It may also 

be inferred that an absentee landowner relies on ‘gatekeepers’ of community information 

and ideas, such as estate employees, who may also pass on subjective and narrow 

perspectives. Nonetheless, the local benefits and indirect employment generated by game 

management and sport shooting were especially recognised in this community. 

 

A similar issue is demonstrated on Estate A06, where the absentee landowner’s personal 

lack of interest results in no systematic and financially-rewarding game management on 

the estate. It is instead carried out by the crofting tenants, when they wish, in conjunction 

with an informal arrangement: “[CA1 A06] and I also talk about deer, grouse and heather 

management – [PL A06] doesn’t like deer…He and [CA2 A06] do the deer cull and [PL 

A06] asks occasionally how many they’ve got” [CSD A06]. Whilst this suits the crofting 

community, who benefit from free game ‘for the pot’, some community members feel that 

a gamekeeper’s job could also be created: 

“…more direct employment by the estate is a positive possibility, for example in 

keepering – [PL A06’s] decision…” [CSD A06]. 

Such job creation could in turn bring in new families, with potential positive benefits for 

service provision and community sustainability. 

However, as described above, whilst A04 Estate has achieved its aims of increasing 

employment, some in the estate community feel that current activities do not constitute 

full-time employment- “there’s two men doing one man's work” [CA A04] - therefore 

uncertainty surrounding estate employment may be anticipated. As explained in depth in 

Section 7.2.2, a perceived reluctance of the estate to release land for community-owned 

and -led enterprises is reinforcing a sense of disempowerment locally regarding 

employment opportunities: 

“…she feels that the community are just waking up to having to provide 

jobs…themselves…and that the estate could do well to listen more and act faster” 

[CSD A04]. 
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This quote also suggests that the community are somewhat apathetic regarding 

employment opportunities, and this represents a challenge to estate-community interaction. 

It follows on from this that the emphasis on an ‘in-house’ philosophy is inhibiting the 

community to develop its own employment and income sources, thus unlikely to promote 

community sustainability.  

 

In summary, this evaluation illustrates several key factors that contribute to positive estate-

community engagement, and in turn, the employment aspects of community sustainability. 

These factors include estate diversification and an open and pragmatic attitude by the 

landowner and estate management regarding tenancy opportunities, both for small-scale 

community-based enterprise and the location of larger companies, such as fish farms, in 

order to promote in-direct estate employment. Furthermore, the generation of direct estate 

employment is believed to create a ‘sense of estate community’ and build estate-

community interconnections. In contrast, negative factors that do not contribute to 

community sustainability arise through a narrow focus regarding employment 

opportunities, due to the motivations of the private landowner, their personal interests and 

at times, their absenteeism. Furthermore, community disempowerment and a dependency 

on the estate is engendered through community apathy and uncertainty regarding job 

security in direct estate employment due to trends of underemployment. These key factors 

will be further discussed in Chapter 8. 

7.4. Community spirit and cohesion 

7.4.1. Community spirit and cohesion – the current situation  

Community spirit was frequently referred to and displayed throughout the researcher’s 

time on the case study estates, and constitutes a key element of the suggested definition of 

‘sustainable rural community’ explored in Chapter 6. In conjunction with community 

spirit, community cohesion was also of significance within the case study communities, 

especially given the changing rural population discussed in Chapter 3. This section will 

describe the key factors and issues of community spirit and cohesion evidenced within the 

case studies, as well as the role of the landowner and estate in facilitating positive spirit 

and cohesion. Examples of estate-community engagement processes that may be 

considered to contribute either positively or negatively to community sustainability will be 

explored in the following subsection. 
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7.4.1.1. ‘Community spirit’ and community group health 

Case study interviewees and observations indicate that community spirit and ‘sense of 

community’ (see Gilchrist, 2000; McIntosh, 2008) is exemplified within community 

events, exhibitions, examples of neighbourliness, environmental consciousness, 

‘community capacity’ and activity: “I think compared with other places of a similar size…I 

would say [A05 village] is one of the more go ahead and energetic” [PL A05]. 

‘Community spirit’ is demonstrated within the case studies through history exhibitions, 

Burns suppers, the village Christmas tree, support for children’s events and groups, the 

management of community assets, and volunteering to maintain village facilities, for 

example the village hall. ‘Camaraderie’ is mentioned as a description of the sense of 

community, and other interviewees describe generosity and community awareness as 

examples of community spirit: 

“If I want something there is someone here who can do it, all I have to do is ask. I 

have never had to pay for anything” [CA A03]. 

“Even if you have just moved into the village and people…thought you were in 

trouble they would help you …” [CA A06]. 

Others express sense of community as related to a sense of place: 

“She told me that ‘this place means a lot to a lot of people’ and these strong 

attachments create a sense of community” [CSD A04]. 

“…as one family explain: ‘…you’re not alone here – people don’t fall out here (or 

at least not for long) as it’s more than likely that you’ll need their help at some 

point in the future. It is ‘a place of extremes’” [CSD A06]. 

Community spirit is also in evidence in the health and success of community groups, 

attributed to several key factors, including the involvement of proactive individuals, 

funding opportunities, local confidence and interest, community achievements and 

capacity building:  

“[Community groups:] Provide support to keep the village vibrant and attractive” 

[CSR A03]. 

Inter-related to many of these factors is the success of community groups where assets 

have been acquired or are being managed by the community group, providing a focus for 

community energy and development potential: 

“[The community development company] was formed principally to access grant 

funding for the refurbishment of the petrol pumps…an essential local service 

and…develop other businesses” [CA A04]. 
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“…there’s the hydro project…[and] the biomass…if that can be developed more to 

the benefit of the community…that would be great” [CA A05]. 

Community group activity and ‘health’ is considered cyclical, given the combination of 

factors previously described, again requiring effort on the part of volunteers and key actors 

to ensure group survival: 

“…you just have to strive to do it, and you keep having to get new people…but 

everything has its…golden age… you’ve got to say ‘ok, it’s waning a bit, what can 

we do now? What other spin can we put on it, what impetus can we put on it?’” 

[CA A01]. 

Community members accept that certain groups and activities decline because local 

members and volunteers are not willing to dedicate any more time or effort to that group, 

but suggest that a new group or activity will likely begin in its place, therefore related 

community spirit is a fluctuating and fluid process. 

Communication to the local community about a group’s activities is vital for 

maintaining support: 

“There is a lot of communication to go on and we have public meetings…to tell 

people this is what is happening, please get involved...” [CA A03]. 

“When we have our open days…the community really get involved…I think a lot 

of it is letting people know what we do and what we can do…” [CA A05]. 

Local newsletters and papers are considered central to maintaining, and a vital element of, 

community identity, for example: “…everybody was told it was under threat…instead of 

one foolscap page last month, there was two…to show their support!” [CA A06]. Local 

history and heritage, as well as groups which focus on activities for children, are 

considered central for bringing people together and exemplifying community spirit. One 

community development group leader emphasises its aims of building local confidence and 

highlights the importance of group activities: 

“The process of doing things gives you the confidence and ability, and the 

aspiration, to do more” [CA A05]. 

Partnerships between community groups are considered to boost and maintain activity, and 

ensure representation of all community interests within key groups, such as the community 

council: 

“Our job really is to try and read the community and there’s sufficiently diverse 

people on the community council that…we’ve got people in the various 

communities” [CA A03]. 
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This quote reiterates the ‘communities within communities’ concept of contemporary rural 

communities (see Shucksmith et al., 1996), and highlights the challenge of community 

cohesion given these ‘various communities’.  

 

As mentioned, the role of individuals is considered a significant element in community 

group activity and subsequent generation of ‘community spirit’; as one estate manager 

surmises: ‘some people just make community happen’ [CA A01]. Exemplary individuals 

are thus described: 

“[CA1 A01]…mixed with everybody from every background…he was a fantastic 

networker…he had strong links with [PL A01] and he was an excellent chair” [CA2 

A01]. 

“[CA1 A04] as a chair of the [community development company] has got off his 

backside and done it…” [CA2 A04]. 

In addition, community members in case study A06 highlight the postman as a key figure 

in a remote rural community, a vital contact for the elderly and for ensuring the delivery of 

important supplies such as fuel. Interviewees recognise a dependency on these key actors, 

and issues of volunteer-fatigue arise: 

“…everybody says ‘what a lovely community spirit there is…Sometimes I tend to 

disagree…I’m just maybe one of the few community spirits…but somebody has 

got to do it” [CA A01]. 

“It is difficult to get people to do long-term commitment…It needs somebody to 

pull the thing forward” [CA A02]. 

“…if she wasn’t here I don’t know what would happen. Because she is the 

workforce, the ideas, everything…” [CA A05]. 

Whilst community members identify the link between community group activity, 

community spirit and positive key actors within the community - and the burden this can 

create - they also highlight the potential negative influence of other community members, 

who are considered detrimental to community group success: 

“…all it takes is one or two unpopular characters to get involved in something and 

nobody wants anything to do with it...” [CA A04].  

This negative influence of individuals is further explained by one interviewee: “I think the 

trouble is personalities become disproportionate within small communities” [EF A04]. The 

influence of personalities is discussed in Sections 8.1.3 and 8.1.4. 
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‘Community spirit’ is apparently inhibited by several further negative factors, perceived by 

the case study participants, which lead to tensions and group decline. These factors include 

a community ‘attitude’ that is considered not conducive to capacity building or maintaining 

community spirit: 

“Of all the communities round about, I think we’re the…poorest in attitude…” [CA 

A05]. 

Closely linked to this ‘poverty of spirit’ is a sense of community apathy regarding 

influencing factors and change in the local area. Apathy is illustrated through disappointing 

representation and attendance at consultation events and community meetings: 

“…there were community meetings at [neighbouring town]…How many 

representatives from [A05 village] went?...One – me…[that] is stupid, absolute 

apathy at its lowest” [CA A05]. 

Similarly, community tensions arise regarding the representation of interests on 

community groups, for instance where there is perceived to be a dominance of ‘incomers’ 

or older community members. This can result in unwilling group membership, or the 

justification for group ‘bias’: 

“…[I] felt there wasn’t enough younger female representation…we don’t want the 

community council to be led and run by retired people, whose interests and needs 

are completely different, to the needs of younger families” [CA A02]. 

“He feels they are moving further and further from representing the community and 

understanding community views… the new Community Council have tried to 

change things too quickly…” [CSD A04]. 

Other community members describe tensions between community groups and access to 

local facilities: 

“[The village hall] is used by the crèche every day, but people object to them 

because they won’t clear the hall for other things...” [CA A05]. 

This apparent lack of flexibility and mutual assistance may be considered detrimental to 

community cohesion and thus sustainability, in this case through restricting potential social 

gatherings. Other community members outline a perception of incomers dominating 

community group and consultations, with negative implications for representativeness and 

community cohesion:  

“…I just do not understand it – why they come from X-place and try to create X-

place here?…They seem to want to change the whole thing to what they left…It’s 

not on…” [CA A05]. 
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Issues of eligibility to join community groups, or be elected onto the Community Council 

are raised by further interviewees, whilst others indicate that positive in-migration may be 

achieved by personal awareness and individual approaches to life and community: 

“…There are many people in the village who are obviously English but they have 

become part of the community because of their approach to life and their approach 

to the community and become involved” [CA A03]. 

This quote reiterates the leitmotif of personality, common to many of the processes of 

interaction emerging from the case study findings. 

7.4.1.2. Impacts of a changing rural community composition 

As discussed in the literature review and earlier subsections on housing and employment 

issues, a significant incoming population is changing the composition of many rural 

communities, including crofting communities: “the place hasn’t changed, it’s the people 

that have changed” [CSD A04]. Interviewees describe the changing community 

composition and their perception of the impact on community spirit and cohesion: 

“…I used to walk into the village shop every morning to get my paper and I’d know 

everyone – I certainly don’t know everyone now” [EF A02]. 

“…It’s become a sort of retirement home for the Home Counties…I’m not sure how 

much they contribute towards life in the community…” [CA A04]. 

Furthermore, the rise of second home ownership may be considered to have negative 

implications for community spirit and cohesion, due to a decreased population: 

‘Sometimes in winter you can walk…down the village and not see anybody – the 

place is dead’ [CSD A06]. 

On one hand, many interviewees do not oppose the incoming population, explaining that 

this change is vital for community energy, activity and that incomers have become 

‘friends’, in fact asserting that: “the attitudes have changed enormously. There is no us and 

them…” [CA2 A03]. On the other hand, some interviewees negatively refer to ‘strangers’ 

or ‘white settlers’, which illustrates the divide between the traditional, ‘local’ community, 

and those who have moved into the community: 

“…a lot of people that come in and we call them the ‘white settlers’, are just retired 

people…too old to do anything and…have no children…they sterilise the place” 

[CA A06]. 

A perceived ‘urbanisation’ of these rural areas has also contributed to negative views of the 

incoming population. Dramatic increases in village size with housing developments are 

believed to exacerbate community divides: 
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“People do not get on with each other, it’s a little village thing…with all the people 

coming in… it is almost like they’ve their own little community in there with the 

new houses” [CA A02]. 

The impact of housing developments and, in particular, an increase of second and holiday 

housing within the case study communities was discussed in subsection 7.2.1. Despite 

these observed incomer-local divides, it is also suggested by community members that this 

new influx of community members has reduced a previous divide, in one case, between 

community members based on a perception of wealth difference. However, the incoming 

population also bring external skills, therefore: “the true locals feel overshadowed” [CA 

A02]. Indeed, evidence of inequality as the cause of community tensions and splits is 

highlighted by further community members: 

“…there can be a lot of jealousy…from some of the old die-hards that have never 

moved on in life…they just think that everybody else is getting…more than they’re 

getting” [CA A02]. 

“…to try and get a plot of land to build on…is nigh on impossible unless you are a 

crofter… they are really in a very privileged position” [CA A06]. 

 

Beyond housing issues, the changes in the rural population have positive and negative 

implications for local shops and businesses. As discussed in Sections 7.2.1.3 and 7.3.1.2, 

residents of some case study communities report a rise in commuting, with a resulting lack 

of use of local shops. In case study A02, the new community members are apparently not 

patronising the village shop or pub. The increase of commuters living in such rural 

communities seems to exacerbate the sense of incoming ‘strangers’, as relationships have 

not developed through day-to-day interactions: 

“There is an awful lot of strangers now…because they are away to work in the 

morning and not home ‘til night…” [CA A01].  

“… they used to be the coal merchant, the cycle salesman, the grocers and 

everything else – but with communications now you don’t have that…” [PL A02]. 

 

Arguably, the decline in use of village shops illustrates a threat to community spirit, as it is 

felt by the shop owners that they are not being supported by the local community, in 

particular the incoming population who commute, or by second home owners. Competition 

between existing local shops new retail development contributes to negative feelings. A 

shop is considered a key local service that contributes to community sustainability; 

however, where such a business is currently unavailable, it is believed that a new shop 

would be unviable through lack of community support, for example in case study A05. The 
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decline and loss of local shops, in addition to other services such as post offices and 

schools, also results in the loss of community ‘hubs’, where news is exchanged, issues 

discussed and arguably, community spirit maintained. Outwith the scope of this section, 

interviewees expressed significant potential for local retail and community business 

development in the case study communities, for example through greater diversification, 

specialist and internet-based industries, and developing community enterprises in order to 

attract young people.  

 

Community splits may also be linked to the decline in community groups and activities, 

therefore reducing the interaction of the whole community and weakening positive 

networks. One example was in case study A05, where older female community members 

explained that their local branch of the Women’s Rural Institute (WRI) had been replaced, 

in their view, with soap operas on the television, which isolated women in their homes. 

Interviewees illustrated a nostalgia for past community spirit, and were active in 

maintaining the friendships and networks of the former WRI. As one community 

participant expresses: “We miss our local Rural… [it is] quite hard to keep groups running 

in this area” [CSR A05]. This example is linked to external forces and wider societal 

change acting on rural communities; other examples within the case studies include 

perceived changing aspirations held by community members with greater ‘outlook’ on 

opportunities available, an increase in single-person households, and an aging population. 

 

The incoming population also has a perceived impact on local infrastructure and 

employment requirements:  

“…actually it runs the risk of doubling this community’s size. What are people 

going to do to work?...we’ll start getting people in here who could [have social 

problems]… and we may not have the infrastructure to deal with that” [CA A03]. 

In several examples, this ‘import’ of community members had generated disquiet and 

mistrust regarding the prioritisation of ‘locals’ being allocated available low-cost housing 

and, in one community, where incoming people “are parachuted in by social security” [CA 

A06], the issue of unemployment and benefit support created community splits based on a 

sense of unfairness. The prospect of an incoming population is also considered negatively: 

“… It caused problems in the schools…bringing kids from a big town who were 

not really [used to a small area] and people used to leaving doors open… you 

couldn't do that” [CA A04].  
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In addition to perceived threats to community safety, pressure on key services with an 

incoming population exacerbates community divides. “We’re bursting at the seams” [CA 

A02], exclaims one community member, whilst in another community the lack of 

affordable housing has reduced the number of young families living locally, therefore 

diminishing the need to reinstate the former school:  

“…there’s not any new houses for young families…So there’s really not a 

need…for a school...” [CA A05].  

A cross-cutting issue was the need for more activities and leisure facilities for 

young people, in particular to minimise boredom, out-migration, and a youth drinking 

culture. However, it is also interesting that a pub is considered important for community 

spirit and cohesion – a further ‘hub’ and gathering place. Concerns include: 

“…one of the things it needs is a proper pub…there’s no…focal point for the 

community” [CA A03]. 

“She says it goes without saying that there needs to be more for the young people to 

do...” [CSD A06]. 

Further discussion around the need for a pub and issues of drinking, with associated anti-

social behaviour, highlights community divisions between those who run local businesses 

such as hotels and pubs and local residents, regarding the services required: 

“…they feel a bit put out…[whilst] it’s all full of tourists…they say…‘the hotel 

doesn’t realise that we’re the ones who drink year round’” [CSD A03]. 

This highlights the impact of other businesses on community spirit, therefore these 

concepts are influenced by external issues wider than that of estate-community 

engagement and rural community change. 

7.4.1.3. Debate and division with development 

A final contemporary rural issue resulting in debate and division within the estate 

communities studied is the rise of renewable energy developments, renowned in the 

literature for generating extreme opposition by so-called NIMBYs. Evidence from the case 

studies suggests that the incoming population has the tendency to comprise this opposition, 

a further example of community division: 

“…they’ve every right to put in their two-pennies worth, but they are very 

vociferous about it…they can articulate themselves – but they come out with some 

affa [awful] claims…” [CA A01]. 
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“…these people aren’t interested in the community, they are interested in safe-

guarding their commercial investment…and so therefore what they want 

is…idyllic…it doesn’t live in the present…” [CA A05]. 

The latter quote highlights the reasons behind opposition to development by incoming 

people, but also the impact of this attitude and opposition to the local community, that they 

are forced to ‘live in the past’. On the other hand, people moving into the area also create 

progress and energy – and as described previously, they are perceived as wanting to 

‘change everything’, therefore indicating a contradiction in discourses of preservation vs. 

progress. It may be interpreted that the case study communities include two sets of 

‘incomers’ – those who move to the area for work and as families (thus use and maintain 

services); for example: “[1
st
 positive aspect of living on the estate:] Employment locally” 

[CSR A02], and those who do not need work but are attracted to landscape aesthetics and a 

peaceful setting (i.e. amenity migrants), as well as arguably the investment potential in 

property; for example: “[1
st
 positive aspect of living on the estate:] Quality of life in 

beautiful surroundings” [CSR A03]. However, this categorization is not mutually exclusive 

and depends on individual values and attitudes. Indeed, a sense of preservation is also 

described by original ‘local’ community members: 

“They are also fairly negative about incomers, especially those who want to change 

things (e.g. crofting buyouts)…They want [A06 village] to stay very much the 

same” [CSD A06]. 

Therefore, it is not just the ‘incomers’ who advocate little change: whilst ‘locals’ do not 

want change from traditional systems perceived to work well, incomers want to preserve 

the environment and property prices. These different values regarding local development 

are likely to be detrimental to community cohesion, and therefore sustainability. This 

interpretation is confirmed by the following ‘community story’: 

“…The street lighting one was that… people were saying ‘oh, I didn’t retire to this 

community for people to…intrude on my sort of privacy …[Even] some locals who 

were against [the housing] development going ahead …[Because of] Change in the 

community…” [CA A05]. 

 

However, despite these points of disagreement and division in the case study communities, 

members of the case study communities share views on the many key aspects of their local 

area that constitute its ‘special-ness’ and ensure a sense of enjoyment of living in the 

community. These key aspects include the beautiful surrounding scenery and sense of 

neighbourliness: 
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“…it’s in the most beautiful place…It’s a tight-knit, self-sufficient community… 

The people are lovely…” [CA A03]. 

“…the scenery doesn’t bring in much of an income…[but] people do like living 

here…the natives are friendly…” [CA A06]. 

This sense of enjoyment and place attachment may be interpreted as conducive to positive 

community spirit; therefore these elements should be maintained for community 

sustainability.  

 

Nonetheless, within each case study, diverse examples of community tensions and splits 

were evident. In addition to the ‘incomer-local’ divide, case studies also illustrated splits 

between church-goers/non-church-goers, crofters/non-crofters, estate/village communities, 

workers/non-workers, wealthy/poorer areas, as well as different interest groups, competing 

businesses and as a result of development proposals. All such divides may be interpreted as 

acting against community cohesion and therefore contributing to community 

unsustainability. They may also be classified as issues of power – where traditional roles of 

power and influence are being undermined by incoming groups with non-traditional 

knowledge and skills, exacerbating feelings of powerlessness by ‘locals’ in changing rural 

communities. The concept of ‘community spirit’ may thus be considered complex, 

dynamic, dependent on sense of empowerment and the personal values held by individual 

community members. 

7.4.2. Evaluation of landowner-community ‘interactions’ regarding 

community spirit and cohesion 

Specific aspects of the definition of ‘community sustainability’ developed in Chapter 6 

with regard to community spirit and cohesion included a sense of common interest and 

‘pulling together’ occurring within the community, as well as trust, consideration and a 

welcoming attitude to the incoming population. Evidence of community vitality, including 

active groups, clubs and social gatherings is considered central to maintaining a mixed and 

growing population, as well as assisting the economic viability of local shops and retention 

of key services. The proposed definition also indicates that community sustainability is 

perceived to be inhibited due to community splits and tensions on the local scale, in 

addition to changing societal aspirations and forces of globalisation. Within the case 

studies, the researcher recorded several examples that correspond with these aspects of the 

‘sustainable community’ definition, thus arguably contribute to community sustainability. 

In addition those examples that contradict the definition, it may be inferred, are detrimental 



Page | 202 

 

to community sustainability. This section outlines these examples, and the processes of 

estate-community engagement that appear to contribute positively, and those that are 

detrimental, to estate community sustainability.  

 

As described, community group ‘health’ and community activity are considered key 

factors in generating community spirit and cohesion. The case studies illustrate several 

examples of estate support for community groups, through direct involvement with the 

running of a group or through providing premises or land for community use, for example. 

In case study A01, an all-abilities path network has been developed which opens up 

woodland on the estate, to the benefit of the local ‘Walking for Health’ group and the 

wider community, in particular due to the influx of walking tourism, boosting local trade. 

The path network has been developed through collaboration between the local outdoor 

access trust, the estate and the community development group; it is now managed as a core 

path by the local council. It is felt that the active involvement of the resident estate 

manager as a member of the community development group and other community groups 

facilitated this successful collaboration and outcome for sustainability.  

 The proactive involvement of other estate managers was similarly described as 

contributing positively to community cohesion and spirit. For example, the resident estate 

manager of A04 estate was praised for his commitment to membership of the community 

council and assisting other community groups: 

“We talked a lot about [EM A04’s] long term community involvement with the 

Community Council and [community development company]…his pragmatic, 

realistic attitude and business mind regarding the estate, but that he really does have 

the community’s best interest at heart” [CSD A04]. 

From this it appears that this direct involvement and commitment by the estate manager 

contributes to positive perceptions of the estate locally, and provides a forum for the 

exchange of information and views between the estate and the community. Indeed, the 

private landowner in this case study states that the involvement of the estate manager is a 

form of indirect financial support for the community, through the estate manager’s time 

spent on community issues, paid for by the estate. On this estate and other case studies, the 

community benefit from the facilities of the estate office, including support with 

community group accounts. The office administrator of case study A05 processes the 

monthly wages for a local community social enterprise along with the estate staff wages, as 

a support to the community enterprise.  
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The case studies also illustrate examples of estate provision of land or buildings for 

community group use at below market rent, or for no financial return. Examples range 

from the donation of the village hall from the estate (during the previous generation of 

ownership) to a community trust, to the provision of an estate field for the local shinty 

team. A further example of estate support is described by a landowner: 

“[Community development group] was given a site as part of the [estate business] 

on a peppercorn rent…and continue to be support through friendly 

arrangements…when they started up their wood-chipping plant site we gave 

them…a year’s rent holiday…to start them off” [PL A05]. 

Furthermore, the estate manager of case study A04 explains his goal of facilitating viable 

community ownership of wind turbines within a planned estate wind farm development, 

enabling community asset ownership in addition to estate benefits with the associated 

turbine land leases, that would be payable from the community to the estate. 

 

However, counter to these positive examples, the case studies also illustrate examples that 

appear to indicate estate management and decisions that weaken the health of community 

groups or community activity. For example, in contrast to the provision of land or 

premises, the case study examples showed the impact of the removal of this provision or 

refusal by the landowner or estate management to provide such resources to the 

community, due to financial reasons or other land management priorities. One notable 

negative example included the ploughing of an estate field that had until recently been the 

long-term cricket pitch of the local community team. This change in land use caused 

consternation amongst many community members: 

“He also tells me about the demise of the cricket club when the estate removed 

their access to the field…which is now ploughed and planted and he doesn’t 

understand why…[he] feels that estate involvement in the community is lacking 

overall” [CSD A05]. 

“They played [cricket] in the field next to [A05 estate location], which now is all 

sown…That was a bit of an issue. I don’t know why [PL A05] did that…he doesn’t 

endear himself to folk by doing things like that and I’m sure there was no need for 

it…Who knows…!” [CA A05].  

Therefore, as this quote concludes, a lack of estate-community involvement and 

communication regarding the necessity of land use change resulted in the deterioration of 

estate-community positive relations in this case. 

 Furthermore, estate-community relations may be negatively influenced where 

community members feel that the landowner prioritises communication and support for 



Page | 204 

 

only one ‘fraction’ of the community. In case study A06, the landowner maintains a close, 

working relationship with the crofting community, and is clearly supportive of non-

traditional crofting activities that generate indirect employment. However, those outwith 

the crofting community do not report such an open attitude to business ideas by this 

landowner: “Without being unkind, we don’t find [PL A06] very helpful” [CA A06]. In 

this case, a perceived bias towards the crofting community is also likely associated with 

this landowner’s personal and professional interest in national crofting issues. Non-crofters 

assert that the crofters have a “very big say” and that they are “really in a very privileged 

position” [CA A06]. Similarly, the case studies illustrate community perceptions that the 

more articulate, incoming people are more likely to attend estate-community consultation 

events: 

“Aye, you will usually find that them that’s come into the village are more free to 

talk…the traditional [A01 village] people…the farmers and that – they don’t 

usually attend these things” [CA A01]. 

These examples provide an insight into the tensions and power struggles between local 

‘traditional’ communities and the incoming community, and the potential for landowner 

and estate-community involvement to inadvertently reinforce these divides, with 

apparently preferential engagement and support. The final quote above and example from 

A06 also demonstrates the key role of the landowner in ensuring that estate-community 

engagement is unbiased and occurs with all ‘fractions’ of the changing rural community. 

Similarly, it seems important that all potential business ideas, which boost local 

employment and income sources, are recognised and supported whether generated by a 

‘local’ or ‘incomer’.  

 

In summary, this evaluation illustrates several key factors that contribute to positive estate-

community engagement, and in turn, the community spirit and cohesion aspects of 

community sustainability. These factors include the proactive involvement of estate 

representatives in community groups, and wider estate support, for example through the 

provision of premises or land for community use, or in-kind contributions in terms of 

business support. In contrast, negative factors that do not contribute to community 

sustainability include the removal of support, or none provided by the estate, which it is 

illustrated can weaken community groups, and in turn cohesion and spirit. Furthermore, 

biased community consultation and involvement on the part of the landowner and estate 

management can contribute negatively to community cohesion. These key factors will be 
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further discussed in Chapter 8, in the context of the potential for estate-community 

partnership working. 

7.4.3. Chapter summary 

This chapter has sought to explore the second research objective by considering the 

interactions between private landowners and rural ‘estate communities’. In particular, this 

chapter identifies the type and extent of estate-community engagement exemplified in the 

case studies, and highlights the processes and practices that contribute positively to estate 

community sustainability, as defined in the previous chapter (see Section 6.3.4). The case 

studies also confirm, and provide insights into the reasons for, the key rural issues 

identified in the literature (see Section 3.3), including the significant impact of inadequate 

affordable housing and employment opportunities in rural communities, as well as the 

implications of changing community compositions and tensions. The role of the estate and 

private landowner is also noted, for example regarding housing provision (noted by earlier 

research as a ‘community service’ (Chapman and Shucksmith, 1996)), enabling 

community empowerment in income and employment generation, and in avoiding actions 

that contribute to community divides.  

 

Throughout the case studies, the mutual benefits of proactive interactivity (in terms of 

communication and consultation techniques) between private landowner, estate 

management and estate community are demonstrated, contributing to both estate and 

community sustainability. On the other hand, examples of non-engagement, or the failure 

of establishing a forum for representative debate, reinforce uncertainty and negative power 

relations between private landowners and rural estate communities. These findings 

illustrate the importance of ensuring open and approachable relationships between actors, 

whilst similarly highlighting the challenge of ensuring equality in engagement. This 

challenge is further considered in the context of potential partnerships between estates and 

rural communities, and is discussed from an applied and theoretical perspective in the 

following chapter. 
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Chapter 8. 

 

8.1. Introduction: the potential for partnerships 

This chapter focuses on the third research objective: to explore potential estate-community 

partnerships, their strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. Defining the concept of 

‘partnership’ in the context of private estates and communities therefore becomes a key 

challenge, given the dearth of academic literature on the unique relationship between 

landowner and community, and potential implications for estate and community 

sustainability (cf. Chapters 2 and 3). This challenge is recognised by case study 

participants: for example: “a partnership is a very open sort of thing; you could look at it in 

different ways” [CA A04]. Nonetheless, community survey respondents claim that 

community sustainability would be improved with: “Working in partnership” [CSR A03]. 

Partnerships thus range from informal, often historical arrangements, to formal business 

partnerships and tenancies: 

“…does the [A01 Estate] and the community have a partnership… because it has 

given the community hall to the community? Yes I suppose it does…The golf 

course is owned by the estate – we give it to the community – and they run it...we 

don’t charge them any rent for it – that’s a partnership, essentially” [EM A01]. 

“…I’ve increasingly…[tended] to look on the crofters and the estate almost as sort 

of partners...” [PL A06]. 

Similarly, community survey respondents highlight joint working and shared visions 

between the estate and community in order to improve community sustainability. These 

participants also include a variety of estate-community interactions within their 

understanding of ‘partnership’. These interactions include property rental, the provision of 

estate property or facilities for community use (through either donation or rent), the 

provision of access and path networks, the active involvement of the estate with 

community groups, farming partnerships (including machinery rings), employment, and 

other formal arrangements, such as crofting tenure.  

Therefore, this chapter will present the opportunities and constraints to partnership 

working (according to its diverse and subjective, grounded definitions) between private 

estates, their owners, and rural estate communities. 
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8.1.1. Breaking down traditional hierarchies  

An initial opportunity for partnership development between private landowners and 

communities illustrated in the case studies involves the perception of a diminishing 

traditional landowner hierarchy, through estate and wider societal modernisation. 

Modernisation is believed to include, crucially, a breakdown of social distance between 

landowner and community. For example, one community member describes the change 

since her childhood when you were never to enter the front door of the landowner’s home, 

whereas today, she is happy to “go in and shout for [PL A05]” [CA A05]. Landowners are 

compared to the ‘royal family’ – a positive institution with which the community wishes to 

retain links, and relationships are improving with greater involvement: “Now it is a 

completely relaxed relationship. [PL A03] comes in…and has a chat with me any time… 

the attitude has changed” [CA A03].  

This modernisation also includes the changing rural population as described in 

Chapter 3, the abolition of feudalism, ‘laird’ stereotypes and arguably their historical 

power: “A hundred years ago, the laird’s word was law…- now they virtually have no say” 

[CA A03] and “He’s not the ‘laird’…There isn't that sort anymore” [EM A05]. A 

landowner of a neighbouring estate is described as continuing to demand “respect locally 

although he no longer has any power” [CA A03]. Landowner participants consider this 

changing status and associated power relations, on one hand, a progressive step: 

“…one of the really good things that’s changed is…a huge shift away from the sort 

of paternalistic involvement… between estates and the community to a much more 

realistic, pragmatic relationship” [PL A05].  

This pragmatic relationship includes written or ‘formalised’ tenancy agreements and 

employment contracts, considered a recent phenomenon by estate representatives on 

several case study estates. On the other hand, the changing relationship is considered 

compulsory yet potentially troublesome: “…you can’t work on feudal systems these 

days… with legislation the way it is…we are in a period of transition…it is not 

straightforward” [EM A01]. Further perceived challenges to estate-community 

partnerships due to the current legislative environment are explored in the ‘constraints’ 

subsection (8.2). 

8.1.2. Positive communication  

Building on the positive engagement approaches highlighted in the previous chapter, 

communication techniques and practices are key to developing partnership opportunities 



Page | 208 

 

between the estate and the community, within the case studies. Communication practices 

that are perceived to contribute positively to partnerships between estates and communities 

include estate newsletters, complaints and ‘praise’ forums, estate surgeries, and ‘long 

service’ awards. One landowner notes the benefits of communication for the estate: 

“I’ve started doing more things like…an hour’s talk on everything…And that sort 

of thing has helped us…we invite them all to the open day…and we give them 

estate tours…a lot of them are very interested in what you are doing” [PL A02]. 

A two-way process of understanding and listening is critical, in addition to appropriate, 

genuine and on-going consultations. An ‘open-door’ policy is suggested as a fundamental 

approach to ensuring continued dialogue and for breaking down historical barriers between 

landowner and community. Communication by the community to the landowner is also 

demonstrated as central to the partnership approach, highlighting that it is a shared 

responsibility. As one landowner describes: 

“…occasionally people would say to me ‘community council something, 

something’ and you’d think well why didn’t they come and mention it?...[Now] I’m 

on the circulation list for their minutes, which is good because it means that if 

something comes up that I can be helpful over or I’m worried about…I could at 

least…know about it” [PL A06]. 

However, community members express discontent where the estate is considered to be 

interfering, for example: “[there’s] ill feeling that they’ve always got a finger in every pie” 

[CA A04]. A preference may be inferred for more distant interaction in combination with 

an ‘open door’ and friendly attitude when problems arise, for example in the case of a 

tenant’s roof maintenance: 

“…you go just down to the office and…say I’m needing another slate…I mean 

they don’t bother about you otherwise, you just get on with life, and…it works 

fine…and they’re nice in the office…” [CA A05]. 

Other estate managers believe that a ‘healthy separation’ is required for them to undertake 

their professional role, thus it may be inferred that potential partnerships require a 

pragmatic and professional relationship between estate and community.   

8.1.3. Proactive involvement  

The case studies do not highlight a difference in approach or opportunity for partnership 

working between resident and absentee landowners. This may be due to the sampling focus 

on estates which emphasized positive community involvement in their response to the 

landowners’ survey. However, the proactive attitude to partnership approaches 

demonstrated by both resident and absentee case study landowners reiterates the role of 
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individual personality and estate management motivation over estate type or ownership 

situation. Absentee case study owners are thus described: 

“No, he is not here a lot but he is remarkably well informed about the area…” [CA 

A03]. 

“…that’s very much his attitude – if you need me to come I’ll come” [CA A03]. 

“…from a home base not even within reasonable travelling distance of the 

community…[PL A06] keeps [their] fingers on the pulse of the estate, by maintaining 

contact with groups of people that are important in the community” [CA A06].   

Thus, access to the landowner and estate management through proactive communication 

may be considered more significant than residency. Community members express respect 

for estate management undertaken with a discursive approach: 

“…when [PL A06] goes up there [they will] be having meetings with different 

people all the time…in and out of umpteen houses…about whatever’s going to 

happen” [CA A06]. 

However, one estate manager contradicts this inference, hypothesising that broad 

community support for estate activities may be due to his frequent direct interaction with 

community members given his residency in the local area, whilst another case study 

community member states that: 

“…the bottom line is that [PL A05] is here, and that if people want to speak to [PL 

A05] – go and find him…[PL A05 is] a very approachable guy” [CA A05]. 

This quote suggests that estate-community partnership is assisted through landowner 

residency, yet emphasises the personal characteristics of the landowner as encouraging 

interaction.  

 

The estate manager or ‘factor’ has a similarly challenging, but crucial role in facilitating 

positive estate-community interactions and potential partnerships. Those involved in the 

case studies demonstrate significant community knowledge and understanding, as most 

were members of the community themselves, many with active involvement in community 

groups and the social life of the community (cf. Section 7.4.2). However, they represent a 

contentious position, with a personal stake both in the estate business and community 

sustainability: 

“I don’t think he has got an easy job…to get that tie between the community it is 

usually him…And he has got a full-time job, he has got a wife and family – he has 

got his own personal commitments as well…he is one man – without expecting him 

to tie into everything else” [CA A01]. 
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“…it was generally felt that I should go on the community council rather than [PL 

A02]… I mean obviously I’ve got interests locally as well…” [EM A02]. 

“[The role of the factor as an estate-community partnerships facilitator] depends on 

the quality of the factor…Some factors are just out for themselves” [CA A03].  

Again, as the latter quote indicates, the estate managers play a central but challenging role 

in effective community engagement and potential partnerships. As the community member 

cited in the final quote continued, ultimately the landowner or estate ownership mechanism 

will drive and direct community engagement, but undoubtedly estate management 

personalities and motivations may have an impact, positive or negative, on these processes. 

The involvement of external land management agencies is also contentious in terms 

of estate-community partnerships and promoting sustainability. Whilst such estate 

management were perceived by some as a positive body of expertise with broader 

perspectives on contemporary land management, others describe such agents as 

demonstrating no interest in community issues, questioning their loyalty and barriers 

created due to their status as ‘non-local’, reinforcing local-incomer divides: 

“I think they see, ‘oh, it should be a local man’, but is there anybody locally with 

the expertise?…[The land agencies have] got the support, the backing, the 

experience of all these other estates that they do it for” [CA A01]. 

“There is a bitty o’ mixed feelings about [the involvement of an external land 

agency]. Although the present factor – I get on quite well with him” [CA A01]. 

“These firms – it’s purely commercial. They’re not interested in the village or 

anything else. If they have any interest it’s only because the estate has told them to 

have – and they’ll have to pay for it!” [CA A03]. 

Consequently community members tend to directly approach the private landowner or 

other resident estate employees with concerns, by-passing the external estate manager: 

“I would not deal with [Land Agency], I’d phone [PL A03] and anybody in the 

community who comes to me with a problem that’s where I direct them, not to 

[Land Agency]...Leave them out the loop” [CA A03]. 

A further case study participant states that the use of an external factor to ‘tell bad news’ 

results in a loss of respect for the landowner. However, as the second quote above shows, 

the personality of the individual estate manager and their style of interaction with 

community members may be more significant than their employment by an external 

agency. 
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8.1.4. The face of the estate  

Crucially, case study examples illustrate the importance of the ‘face of the estate’ in 

building positive relations and community-engagement, ultimately related to accessibility, 

approachability and the personality of the private landowner and estate management. 

Indicators of ‘approachability’ include landowners who are referred to by their first names 

by community members, integrated socially with the community, and respected for being 

on an ‘accessible level’, for instance: ‘I can just talk to [PL A06] like I am with you’ [CA 

A06 in CSD A06]. Themes of accessibility and approachability within the case studies may 

also be considered indicators of increasing equality and the breaking-down of historical 

class differences between landowner and community. Moreover, as mentioned, 

approachability is considered a personality trait, therefore effective processes depend on 

individuals, their backgrounds, values and at times, their confidence. Such personality 

assessments are commonly constructed through community perceptions, as exemplified 

during the case studies where the landowner was perceived as a good local ‘ambassador’ or 

‘patron’, or considered to possess a ‘fair’ attitude. Pragmatism and realism were again 

considered personal characteristics conducive for estate-community partnerships. 

Community members thus explain: 

“…they are absolutely excellent figureheads…they know everybody…they usually 

know what is going on…and they are very good…at helping out” [CA A01]. 

“[PL A06] sounds quite fair and…genuinely interested in perpetuating 

and…ensuring that systems continue…which are not to the detriment of the estate 

or the community” [CA A06]. 

The possession of these characteristics on the part of estate representatives, including the 

landowner and landowning family, appear more likely to lead to effective estate-

community engagement or partnership working, but the opposite was also likely: 

“We did start a programme of estate meeting - interactions with the village…a 

formal one, which I haven’t continued…quite simply that the chairman of the 

company was deployed to chair those meetings and he’s not somebody I think 

engages well in that context…he’s a toff with a very posh accent…it doesn’t 

convey the kind of values that I think the estate needs to convey” [PL A04].  

It is clear that, in addition to positive approaches, personality is a key factor of potential 

partnership working; further constraints to partnership working are considered below, and 

the ‘personality factor’ is discussed in Chapter 9.  
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8.2. Constraints 

8.2.1. Resource and skill limitations  

The case studies demonstrate that potential partnerships between estates and communities 

are at times constrained and face certain challenges. Firstly, partnership development and 

engagement between the estate and the community requires significant effort and time 

commitments, for example in attending community group meetings. Partnerships are 

understandably limited in potential where the landowner and/or estate management lack 

time to lead or undertake community engagement processes, or if resources for such 

processes are unavailable: 

“The Trustees of the Estate were, in the past, known to the population and had time 

to visit…Time and cost of social events have caused this to cease, and we do not 

know them at the moment” [CSR A01].  

“…he tries to make more avenues into the place, but he still doesn’t have enough 

time …” [CA A04]. 

It is also suggested that landowners and estate management may lack the practical and 

personal ability to either lead or participate in community engagement and partnership 

processes. In some case studies, the landowner and/or estate management were described 

as lacking key leadership skills:  

“…there has not been charismatic leadership and I think that not one single 

member of the management team are prepared to get their hands dirty …” [EF 

A04]. 

Where previous landowners and estate management were considered more charismatic by 

community members, this appears to have a negative impact on the current landowner’s 

relationship with the community: 

“…[PL A05] is quite solitary and quiet, and a thinker…it took a long time for 

people to stop comparing him to [previous landowner]” [EM A05].  

“[CA A05] says the wider community isn’t certain [PL A05] is as much ‘for the 

community’ than [previous landowner]” [CSD A05].  

In this case study, community members perceived the quiet trait of the landowner as a lack 

of interest in promoting community interests, although this is counter to this landowner’s 

self-expressed motivations. This perception is reiterated through discussions with other 

community members who note that the landowner rarely integrates socially with the 

community, for instance drinking in the local pub. A further case study landowner is a self-
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confessed ‘recluse’. This social distance and resulting negative perceptions are a likely 

constraint to effective partnership development between estate and community. 

8.2.2. Disconnection and apathy  

Similarly, partnership working is constrained where estate management (including the 

landowner), employees and Trustees are not familiar or are considered distant to the local 

community:  

“I haven’t got a clue who the other Trustees are. They do have tremendous 

influence…” [CA A03]. 

“…they have these…estate directors meetings…they split you up into little tables 

and you sit with one of the [A04 Estate] directors…who’s got no real idea about the 

community because they are so far detached from it” [CA A04].  

“They don’t feel [PL A06] is particularly involved…they never see [PL A06] about 

– [CA A06] says she wouldn’t recognise [PL A06]” [CSD A06]. 

Community members express discontent where they feel distant from management 

decisions and believe that such decision-making by remote governance lacks innovation, 

local knowledge, risk-taking approaches and accountability: 

“…the Trustees that live about here…the majority of them will tend to understand. 

But the ones that are not here…Well, some seem to get the idea…that if a building 

in Edinburgh leases for so-much per square feet, then one up here should do as 

well…” [CA A02].  

“I don’t really think that the relationship between [A04 Estate] and the local 

community is a high priority of the board of directors” [EF A04]. 

At times, this external influence threatens to be incongruous with the objectives expressed 

by ‘local’ estate management:  

“…even though the estate has had a formal policy agreed at the board level that we 

should be encouraging land sales to encourage repopulation…if you go and talk to 

people they will say historically [A04 Estate] will not sell land…somewhere 

between the board and the community there’s been a complete breakdown of 

communications…that’s got to be resolved” [PL A04]. 

This quote emphasises the importance of communication between all levels of estate 

management and the need for effective community engagement in estate management 

goals and planning. Improved communication and face-to-face dialogue is highlighted as a 

key factor in improving estate-community relations: “[PL A02] never meets with all the 

[business] tenants…I think that’s such a good idea” [CA A02].  
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Community members also state that they have little interaction with estate management 

and estate employees, especially where the village community has become separated from 

the estate due to modernisation and development:  

“The estate was…the whole of the village and the people in the village worked on 

the estate as well…but now there is…more people down in the village who are not 

working in the estate.” [CA A04]. 

“I think it’s just that the estate isn’t such a huge part of the village anymore…” [CA 

A05]. 

Community members resident in the ‘village’ explain that they have different perspectives 

on the influence of the estate to the ‘estate community’ members: 

“Our slant is quite removed from what [A01 Estate] have been doing all these 

years…[A01 Estate] impacts on the village as a community rather than…only a 

farming community…[And] we are people that have come from elsewhere…we’re 

in a different box from the people that have worked the land…” [CA A01]. 

Furthermore, where there is little perceived interaction by the estate in the community, for 

example due to a small number of tenancies, this may be considered a constraint to 

partnership-working. Case study participants state that estate-community interaction is not 

visible or little understood, to the extent that community members do not believe any 

relationship exists or that they “feel the estate and community run parallel” [CSR A02]. 

Reiterating earlier comments, community members express feelings of independence from 

the estate, and that today other institutions and external forces have greater influence than 

the estate and landowner. 

 

Community apathy is thus also a major constraint to developing and maintaining 

partnerships, and relates to issues of volunteer fatigue and community cohesion, as 

described in Section 7.4.1. As an estate employee highlights: 

“You know there’s all this talk about ‘oh well, you know, they don’t help us’, but 

actually, when help is offered…people don’t necessarily take it” [CA A03]. 

Similarly, estate management may express a sense that the local community doesn’t 

support the estate, in particular the incoming population who lack awareness of the activity 

of the estate, and demonstrate community apathy: 

“We have quite often tried to put things on for kids…[or] in the house…And no 

response whatsoever…a lot of them maybe don’t feel any affinity if they’ve moved 

into the area in the last 10 years, they don’t see why [they] should make any effort. 

They probably don’t go to any of the local clubs” [EM A05]. 



Page | 215 

 

A related issue, which may be considered both a constraint to partnership working and 

potentially an opportunity for appropriate engagement and therefore more successful 

partnerships, is the level of community expectation of involvement and interaction with the 

estate and its management. The community survey respondents strongly assert that the 

estate community primarily expect estate-community engagement only where estate 

management plans will affect the community: “I feel that they only need to share the 

decisions that affect us” [CSR A01] and that “I don’t feel it is my business” [CSR A04]. 

These views may be considered, on one hand, a potential expression of community apathy, 

reinforcing feelings of disconnection between estate and community, therefore 

constraining potential partnerships. Alternatively, an understanding of these views may 

assist estate management in planning community engagement processes and initiating 

partnerships where interest is expressed and mutual benefit may be recognised.  

8.2.3. Uncertainty and negative perceptions  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, constraints to engagement and partnership working 

also appear where the community express uncertainty about estate management plans and 

future landownership. This has an apparent limiting and unsettling impact on those 

involved in current and potential tenancies, and future partnerships: 

“I fear what happens when [PL A02] dies…I don’t know to what degree…[PL 

A02’s successor will] have the same philosophy and the same views…And will [PL 

A02’s successor] want businesses to be structured the way they are now…where it 

is a partnership, rather than a tenancy?” [CA A02]. 

“I just cannot understand…how the likes of [PL A05] would be able to go on, 

keeping the estate going” [CA A05]. 

The landowners involved in this study also express their uncertainties, including the impact 

of shifts in public perceptions, politics, external funding sources and land reform 

legislation:  

“…the modern approach of somehow always pointing a finger at landowners and 

pushing them away is just unconstructive...” [PL A06].  

Case study examples illustrate that such landowning uncertainties are having a detrimental 

impact on the potential for creating new agricultural tenancies and new crofts on estate 

land:  

“…if we’d done a straight agricultural tenancy…[CA A02] would get security of 

tenure…Again the Trustees have said, ‘why am I doing it?’ and I’ve said well, 

we’re trying to work together – and they’ve said, well actually I’ve created a 

liability on the estate…[CA A02] might have the right to buy...” [PL A02]. 
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“…we’ve been limited in our partnerships, but the partnerships we have had, we 

have had on the whole very good relations and the law has not been used against 

the estate…” [EF A04].  

The case studies demonstrate the continuation of these negative perceptions of the 

institution of private landownership on the local scale, including perceptions of inaction 

and indecision, absenteeism, the persistence of feudal attitudes and negative paternalistic 

relationships:  

“[PL A02’s] biggest problem is that [PL A02] has so many ideas, but [PL A02] 

tries to do them all [themself]…and that’s why these things are not happening, or 

taking forever to happen…I think that’s a control element…” [CA A02]. 

“…an awful lot of estates round here don’t really care too much about what people 

locally think and therefore you get a sense of disenfranchisement...there is an air of 

resentment just at large against landowners. If you happen to be a landowner it 

seems a bit harsh…[but] when you look at the…lack of accountability, the lack of 

consultation, the lack of involvement, the lack of knitted togetherness it doesn’t 

surprise me” [EF A04]. 

Case study examples also indicate that these perceptions are not overcome, due to a lack of 

‘honest answers’ in community engagement, and a lack of awareness by the landowner of 

community views:  

“…sometimes you feel that you don’t get the most direct or honest answers from 

people when you are speaking to them because everyone is sensitive…” [EM A01] 

“…one of [PL A05’s] problems is that [PL A05] doesn’t discuss things with 

people…and isn’t aware how things are seen and felt about…” [EF A05]. 

A repeated view on many case studies was that the landowner avoids genuine community 

engagement due to an apparent need to retain ‘control’. This may be categorised as a 

personality trait, or it may be indicative of a wider reaction to external pressures 

undermining private property rights, such as land reform and the Scottish Government’s 

community empowerment agenda (cf. Chapter 9).  

8.2.4. Inequality and power relations  

Fundamentally, the case studies demonstrate that the key constraints to partnerships 

between the landowner, estate and community relate to inequality in power relations and 

the disempowerment of community members. Such disempowerment is generated through 

many of the negative practices previously outlined in this section, including a lack of 

proactive engagement and estate-community communication: “they both felt out of the 

loop a lot regarding estate decision-making (‘sometimes on email list by accident’) – that 

can have a huge impact on their business” [CSD A02]. Disempowerment is also 
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demonstrated through issues surrounding estate benevolence. In many cases, the provision 

of estate support for community activities provides a positive contribution to community 

sustainability, as described in Section 7.4.2. Case study estates and landowners are noted 

as generous, especially in their provision of land and financial assistance to community 

activities and individuals, including large gifts of property for community use: 

“…it was fantastic that someone would actually build a village hall for the 

community…it was a very, very generous gesture from [previous landowner]” [CA 

A01]. 

“I…said we want a new medical centre and [PL A03]…came up with a big map 

and I said that…is about an acre, how much do you want for it?  I had a vision of 

£50,000 and [PL A03] says, no I will give you it…on the condition that [it] always 

remains in community[-use] and as a medical centre” [CA A03]. 

However, case study participants of all groups explain that the reliance of the community 

on landowner benevolence may be counterproductive to partnership working and therefore 

sustainable development. Both community and estate representatives describe the negative 

tendencies of community expectations and estate benevolence: 

“I don’t want communities to see the private landowners as money pots… It should 

be about involvement…It’s not just, they are there, and you have nothing to do with 

them and you approach them when you want money…” [CA A01]. 

“…that’s how [the community] were with the hall…[it] would be refurbished, or 

modernised – and they expect [A01 Estate] to pick up the bill for it…[A01 Estate] 

were really getting…fed up” [CA A01]. 

“…benevolence is…maybe some sort of old fashioned landowner…versus 

community relationships - that they maybe say ‘well, we know best’ – and it’s not 

necessarily the case…” [CA A05]. 

As the latter quote suggests, it may be argued that such relationships maintain an unequal 

paternalistic relationship between landowners and estate communities, where landowner 

views are superior to community perspectives due to the power demonstrated through 

benevolence. 

Furthermore, the decisions made by landowners and estate management regarding 

financial or other community support are not always motivated by altruism. As mentioned 

in Section 7.4.2, private estates may engage with and provide community support in order 

to protect their own and potential business interests: 

“…we’ve got to be careful that we may not develop the way we want to, unless we 

have the support of the community council. And even if that’s giving a £150 to 

[A02 village] fete, as a contribution to the pipe band, then that’s what we should 

do…” [EM A02]. 
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Community members in other case studies express a sense that such community 

engagement is ‘stage managed’ to best meet the needs of the estate, avoiding difficult 

questions. Furthermore, they explain that, whilst their local landowner is willing to provide 

support, they also have their ‘own ideas’, but that: “you can change [PL A06] sometimes if 

you put enough charm into [PL A06]” [CA A06]. Again, this highlights a constraint to 

‘sustainable’ partnership working, depending on landowner will and personality, with 

‘charm’ being arguably a further precarious element to estate-community partnerships. 

 

The community member participants repeatedly discuss landowner-community 

engagement and potential partnerships with regard to perceived continuing feudalism, 

despite its abolition in Scotland through the Abolition of Feudal Tenure (Scotland) Act 

2000, for example: “they are still the feudal superiors…in so far as that has any meaning at 

all nowadays…” [CA A03]. A sense of feudalism is closely linked to perceptions of a 

persistent ‘traditional laird’-community relationship, held especially by older generations: 

“…there [a sense of feudalism], but…I’m not so sure about the young people, but 

in the older people, there is, aye. And there’s bits of misunderstanding too like…” 

[CA A02]. 

“…[PL A06] assumes that [they] can tell you what to do. You know, it is not a sort 

of, nastiness on [PL A06’s] part, it is a generational thing…” [CA A06]. 

Furthermore, community members highlight the social difference between landowner and 

landowning family, and the wider community, again an indicator of persistent historical 

roles: 

“I know [PL A03] is just the senior trustee but he’s viewed as the laird” [CA A03]. 

“…it’s very much the laird looking down at the masses to be honest…” [CA A04]. 

However, this social difference is often not explicit, instead arguably an intrinsic element 

to long-established estate-community interactions:  

“…there is certain residual kind of loyalty to a Laird idea…it’s partly work…and 

it’s partly deference…it’s not exactly ‘tugging the cap’ deference but…to disagree 

is not something you’d do” [EF A05].  

“…throughout discussions he refers to [PL A06] as someone to be respected” [CSD 

A06]. 

This in-built social difference may pose a challenge to balancing power in partnerships 

between community members and private estates. Furthermore, it is believed that a 

traditional landowner-community relationship is maintained by older generations, and 
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therefore is likely to diminish with generation change. This poses questions of the potential 

for increasing equality with a shift from traditional social structures to relationships that 

are less formal and hierarchical, as outlined in section 8.2.1, with likely positive 

implications for estate-community partnership-working. A related change is clearly the 

power rebalancing with the land reform agenda, which is noted by case study participants: 

“…there’s getting to be stronger people within the community that know more 

about legislation and people’s rights – like just this whole land reform thing, you 

know – there are more and more people now that are actually paying attention to 

what’s going on everywhere else …”  [CA A04]. 

However, this quote also indicates a possible shift away from working with the estate, 

instead asserting community and individual rights, therefore the mutual benefits of 

partnership-working maybe over-looked or undermined.  

 Crucially, despite the many examples of positive estate-community engagement 

and the potential for partnership approaches, a fundamental constraint remains inherent to 

private landownership. As expressed by one community member: “[PL A04] – still have 

‘more’” [CSD A04]. Therefore, estate-community partnerships may be ultimately unequal 

due to the greater power of one party as land owners (hence they ‘have more’ than the 

community). However, with the LRSA, communities also have power to redress this 

perceived power imbalance and, as the case studies illustrate, there are some motivating 

forces towards this. Therefore, it seems imperative that private landowners maintain estate-

community interactions and adopt positive approaches to engagement and partnership-

working, in order to retain asset ownership and minimise community motivations for an 

estate ‘buy out’. As one case study participant asserts: “You shoot yourself in the foot if 

you forget about that relationship” [CA A02]. Further exploration of this relationship and 

the balance of power will continue in the following chapter. 

8.3. Chapter summary 

This final chapter presenting case study research findings has outlined the scope of 

potential and current partnerships, as defined by the case study participants, and illustrated 

their reliance on positive interactions, as discussed in the previous chapter. The 

opportunities for partnership working demonstrated in the case studies include 

modernisation, changes in perceptions and the generation of pragmatic relationships, as 

well as positive communication and engagement techniques, reiterating those identified in 

Chapter 7. In addition to these techniques, personality types and the role of individuals are 

highlighted as central factors in determining the success of partnership approaches. 
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Similarly, partnerships are seen to be constrained by resource and skill limitations, apathy 

and perceived disconnections between the estate and community, as well as, crucially, 

negative perceptions and uncertainty. As discussed in Chapter 7, inequality and power 

relations are the core threat to partnership creation and maintenance; partnership success 

relies on community empowerment. The implications of this power shift for private 

landownership form a key argument pursued in the discussion in Chapter 9. This shift 

highlights the crucial roles of (i) effective estate-community communication and 

engagement, and (ii) the motivation of the private landowner to ensure positive community 

relationships.  
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Chapter 9. –

 

9.1. Introduction 

Large, privately-owned upland estates are, and are likely to remain, a key feature of 

Scotland’s physical and socio-economic landscape (see analysis by Warren and McKee, 

2011). The role of these estates and their ownership is critical for the sustainability of this 

landscape, and the rural communities who live and work there, yet a dearth of academic 

insight exists on this key issue. This chapter considers the case study findings presented in 

chapters 5-8 in the context of current academic literature and the policy environment. 

Crucially, it seeks to generate greater understanding of the role of private landownership in 

facilitating sustainable rural communities in upland Scotland, the final research objective 

of this thesis. 

9.2. Prospects for sustainable development in upland rural 

‘estate communities’ and the ‘sustainable estate’ 

9.2.1. Definitions of, and key factors for, achieving ‘sustainability’ in rural 

estate communities and on private upland estates  

As outlined in detail in Chapter 6, the case study participants consider that a range of key 

factors constitute rural estate community sustainability. These factors are multifaceted and 

interconnected. To illustrate, the key factors for community sustainability, as defined by 

the case study participants, are presented in Figure 9.2.1, utilising the framework of ‘place, 

work, folk’, as defined by sustainable development pioneer, Patrick Geddes (see Young, 

2005). For example, whilst affordable housing is considered a key factor of community 

sustainability, this factor only provides a positive contribution in conjunction with 

employment opportunities for those who are housed there. Otherwise, as demonstrated in 

the case studies, the immigration of an ‘unemployable’ population contributes negatively 

to other key factors, such as community spirit and cohesion. Nonetheless, a critical mass of 

population is required in order to retain service provision, in addition to a balanced age 

structure. Related to these key factors, community sustainability is also considered to be 

underpinned by community activity, a sense of vibrancy and the embracing of 

opportunities, for example in terms of income generation. These key factors are 
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intrinsically interrelated with the need for effective local governance and decision-making 

power – and the perception that community sustainability depends on greater community 

involvement in land management decisions. Community member participants also regard 

an increase in self-sufficiency as central to community sustainability, achievable through 

increasing access to land for housing, business development and for crofting. Community 

and landowner participants have divergent views on access to land and the involvement of 

the community in private land management decision-making as sustainability factors.  

 

Figure 9.2.1 A summary of the key factors for rural estate community sustainability, as defined by the case 

study participants, utilising the holistic categorisation of ‘place/work/folk’ as outlined by Geddes (see Young, 

2005).  

 

However, a shared view is the need for community sustainability ‘awareness’: an 

awareness of estate planning by the community, and an understanding of community views 

by the estate. Therefore, the maintenance of a close relationship between the community 

and the estate is also considered a key factor for community sustainability. Similarly, the 

Place 
•Affordable housing 

•Service provision 

•Effective local governance and decision-
making power 

•Community involvement in land 
management decisions 

           Folk 
•Balanced age structure 

• ‘Critical mass’ of population 

•Community spirit, ‘pulling 
together’ and cohesion 

•Community activity and 
vibrancy 

•Sustainability ‘awareness’ by the 
community and awareness by the 
estate of community views 

•Maintenance of close relation-
ship between community and 
estate 

Work 
•Employment opportunities 

•Embracing opportunities for 
income generation, e.g. tourism, 
renewable energy, etc. 

•Growing self-sufficiency and 
ensuring a ‘sustainable’ income 
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case studies highlight many overlapping sustainability ‘factors’ shared between the entities 

of the ‘estate’ and the ‘estate community’. These include affordable housing, service 

provision, community amenities and employment, as well as the embracing and enabling 

of business opportunities. Indeed, community sustainability overall is believed to constitute 

a key factor of estate sustainability. Estate sustainability is understood to require a 

population of a ‘critical mass’ of people living and working on the estate, in order to 

maintain services vital to the estate business (e.g. a labour supply), and a visiting 

population, therefore providing incoming trade for estate businesses.  

 

Furthermore, similar to the need for income generation in order to achieve sustainability 

for communities, this may be considered a more acute need for estate businesses. Both 

landowner and estate management participants emphasised economic viability in their 

definitions of estate sustainability. ‘Sustainability’ is thus an ‘inherent objective’ of estate 

ownership, tied up with continuing operationality, profitability (especially in order to 

maintain estate employment), resilience and economic growth of the estate business. 

Succession and retention of estate ownership by the landowning family is a key underlying 

driver of the need for economic sustainability. Where no external private support is 

available, it is imperative that the estate business ‘washes its face’, which leads to 

pragmatic decision-making, including the removal of direct estate employees, tied housing 

arrangements or landowner wages. A question may be whether the ‘strain’ of estate 

economic viability was understood by the community, which implies a potential lack of 

communication by the estate regarding business planning, or the community’s lack of 

interest. The impact of a pragmatic approach on estate sustainability can be considered in 

terms of estate-community relations, as it may be inferred that this perceived necessity 

limits the landowner’s contributions to community sustainability. A further pragmatic 

strategy is to pursue diversification opportunities, spread economic risk to the business and 

utilise human resource potential, in order to contribute to the ‘microcosm’ of the estate 

economy. This strategy requires staff motivation, and therefore probably a positive 

relationship between landowner and estate community (including employees). 

 

Perhaps due to their status as inherited estates, the landowners and estate management in 

this sample assert that the estate is a working environment and not a ‘play-thing’ (as it was 

not purchased by them as a recreational asset), and therefore that estate sustainability is 

dependent on income from maximising the land’s potential resources, to the extent that 

they may be considered exploitative. These definitions are in contrast with more ecocentric 
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views of sustainable estate management that express the need to maintain and enhance 

natural capital. Indeed, one commentator states that landowners or estate managers should 

ask ‘is this estate ecologically sustainable and is it socially sustainable?’ (Bebbington, 

2008), because it is only from this environmental (and land-based) foundation that estate 

economic sustainability can be achieved. However, it must be reiterated that this ‘expert’ 

view contradicts the broad private estate management perspective of ‘estate sustainability’, 

and it highlights the key challenge of integrating knowledge from experts and practitioners 

(see Glass et al., 2010). 

 

In addition, estate sustainability is also considered to be determined by a long-term 

perspective, as well as adaptive capacity and flexibility, in estate decision-making. Long-

term views are necessary in terms of jobs, succession and land use planning. Forestry is 

considered an exemplar of long-term land management, in addition to fostering 

sustainability in the estate employee base, through training and job development, and 

succession. In order to grasp opportunities central to estate sustainability, for example that 

of renewable energy, a change of practice and an ability, and willingness, to change is 

essential. However, such estate planning highlights the influence of landowner personality 

on land management and prospects for estate sustainability. The case studies illustrate that 

‘sustainability’ (as defined by the participants) also depends on the motivations, level of 

control and world view of the private landowner.  

Defining estate sustainability is inherently personal, if viewed as an evaluation of 

landowner and family decision-making. Participants were reluctant to add to an ill-defined, 

subjective concept; however, it may be argued that this was also a route to avoid a possibly 

negative reflection on their management, or that of family or employers, as contributing to 

patterns of unsustainability. Others believe that estate managers and private landowners 

lack practical guidance in order to achieve ‘sustainability’ in estate management. 

Throughout the case studies, the will of the landowner was identified as the key factor for 

estate sustainability so that, given the interconnections in sustainability requirements, it 

may be inferred that private landowning decisions will have an impact on community 

sustainability. 

 

Similarly, both estate- and community-generated definitions highlight the need for 

‘sustainable estate’ decision-making to involve, engage and reach a consensus with all 

estate ‘stakeholders’. Estate-community engagement is thus a key factor for sustainability. 
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In some cases, landowner residency is considered a commitment to community relations; 

however, as will be explored below, landowning absenteeism does necessarily not lead to 

negative community relations and unsustainability. Nonetheless, as demonstrated in Table 

6.3.1 (presented in Chapter 6), contact, communication and community involvement are 

central to positive community engagement and thus contribute to estate sustainability. This 

theme of estate-community interactions and engagement approaches will be developed 

below. To summarize, Box 9.2.1 presents the key factors for estate sustainability, for 

further discussion and towards a tentative definition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

9.2.2. Constraints to estate and community sustainable development, key 

factors and possible solutions  

Several of the key constraining factors affect both communities and estates. Constraints 

unique to community sustainability are summarized in Box 9.2.2.; however, one further 

constraint may be the difference in sustainability perspectives promoted nationally and 

within policy, compared to those held by the rural community members in this sample. The 

example of urban-centric definitions and development of affordable housing is noted, and 

suggests a lack of integration or understanding between bottom-up (community) and top-

down (government) perspectives. 

 

  

Box 9.2.1: Key factors for estate sustainability: 

 Estate community sustainability 

(incorporating all key factors) 

 Economic viability and opportunities for 

diversification 

 A long-term view and adaptive capacity 

 Personal motivations and ‘sustainability’ 

values of the private landowner and estate 

management 
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Estate sustainability is understandably constrained by natural and human resource capacity, 

including funding and management capability, as well as aspects of the estate’s physical 

geography. Similar to perceptions of constraints to community sustainability, participants 

also considered the influence of external governance and institutional structures, as well as 

issues of reliance on public money, as constraints to estate sustainability. Community 

members express concerns regarding the influence of the EU and global-scale forces on 

fish farming, with associated local environmental impacts, and on the viability of upland 

farming. Private landowners reiterate the influence of extensive bureaucratic and legal 

requirements on contemporary estate management, and the challenge of this legal and 

policy arena for gaining funding and retaining private property rights, not least due to the 

LRSA. These policy-generated constraints are believed to limit the potential for estate self-

sufficiency, for example due to a perceived ‘tax burden’ that inhibits estate activities and 

development. 

 

Mitigating and managing for apparently contradictory and changing policy goals is a 

further challenge, and some estate managers believe that the grant-driven nature of 

contemporary land management can lead to patterns of unsustainability. Indeed, 

landowning participants assert that a more efficient and sustainable land management 

system would be created through de-regulation and the removal of the subsidy system, 

with its associated bureaucracy. This is a key point given forthcoming CAP reforms, and 

indicates the potential support of private landowners for the reforms suggested by Pack 

(2010). However, given the levels of unprofitability presented by earlier studies (see 

MacMillan et al., 2010) and the ‘inherent objective’ of estate economic sustainability, a 

removal of the subsidy system would be anticipated to have a negative impact on these 

Box 9.2.2: Key constraining factors for community sustainability: 

 Loss or potential loss of key services, employment and housing 

(leading to knock-on impacts, for example on tourism). 

 Remoteness, a lack of change or mobility. 

 A rise in commuting with negative socio-economic impacts. 

 Loss of local shops (due to lack of critical mass) 

 Impact of societal change, global-scale influences and 

modernisation, leading to unsustainable lifestyles. 

 Lack of community control of local assets, resources and decision-

making power. 
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estate businesses, especially those where farming and forestry are central enterprises. 

Landowners argue that the constraining factors of the institutional framework with which 

they must comply and engage are mostly focussed on a perceived negative interference in 

land management motivations and objectives from uninformed political interests.  

 

Furthermore, the landowning and estate management participants expressed their 

suspicions that the challenging bureaucratic, legal and policy arena is the result of a 

political agenda prejudiced against the private landowning community, especially sporting 

interests. These participants highlight a tendency to refer to historical injustices rather than 

the positive contemporary contribution of the private sector, and the persistence of 

negative perceptions of private landowners receiving subsidies and grants (a view 

confirmed by recent media reporting on the system of ‘naked acre’ letting by private 

estates and farm businesses; e.g., BBC Scotland, 2012). Such external views on land 

management are also considered a constraint to estate sustainability including, for 

example, public views of sport shooting and associated practices, such as snaring. As one 

gamekeeping participant stresses, the key threat to his livelihood and the economic 

sustainability of the estate would be a snaring ban, imposed by the Scottish Government 

with the support of an urban-based voting majority (as discussed during the parliamentary 

stages of the WANE Act). Despite landowner preference for de-regulation, it may be 

proposed that financial incentives are required for the private landowning sector to 

overcome or comply with these constraints to sustainability, or to provide the ‘public 

goods’ dictated by government. 

 

Negative perceptions of private landownership on a local scale are also considered a 

constraint to both community and estate sustainability. Thus, estate sustainability is 

believed to be limited by the personality of the private landowner, accused of being ‘too 

controlling’, being reluctant to delegate or find consensus, slowing processes of 

development and lacking understanding of community needs. Other landowners are 

believed to have the wrong spending priorities and to make decisions that challenge 

positive interactions with the community and collaborative relationships with neighbouring 

estates. Negative perceptions are compounded by a community view that estate 

management is not planning for the long term, that directors or trustees are uncritical 

‘friends’ and that the landowner and estate management present an attitude of elitism and a 

lack of care for the estate. While it must be noted that these negative views are balanced by 

positive evaluations of land management, this perceived constraint highlights the key link 
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between landowner personality and estate sustainability (with subsequent impacts on 

community sustainability). Similarly, community ‘personalities’ are considered a 

constraint to estate sustainability, compounding challenging trade-off estate management 

decisions with community splits and opposing viewpoints. 

 

Some community participants also raise questions regarding whether estate sustainability is 

only achievable with the external income or wealth of the landowner. This is topical, as 

previous authors have highlighted the contradiction that estates that were primarily 

constructed to demonstrate wealth and as recreational assets are now expected to function 

as viable rural businesses (Armstrong and Mather, 1983; Warren, 2009). However, this is 

contested by other community participants who consider that the claims that economic 

viability is a barrier to estate sustainability are a ‘smokescreen’ by the private owner, given 

the fact that alternative ownership or management systems may be adopted. This links to 

the contradiction in views between private landowners/estate management and community 

members regarding land distribution and the role of estates in providing land for housing 

and community development. In some cases, private landowners express a reluctance to 

sell or release land, due to the risk to the capital asset of their estate, which is central to the 

estate’s economic viability. However, some community members assert that estate 

sustainability will be promoted through land sales for community members, due to the 

interlinkages of estate and community sustainability, and that failing to undertake this 

illustrates a lack of vision, generosity or asset-sharing with the community.  

 This disagreement in sustainability definitions will be further developed below; 

however, whilst these community views were relatively in the minority, some suggested 

that the community powers granted through the LRSA may be acted on. Indeed, 

participants from all groups indicate land tenure systems and reform as a potential barrier 

to estate sustainability, impacting on land values and investment, in addition to potential 

partnerships between the estate and community. Both participant groups highlighted a 

sense of uncertainty as contributing to patterns of unsustainability. 

9.2.3. Towards a definition of the contemporary ‘estate community’ 

As outlined in Chapter 6, the broadest definition of the estate community includes the 

entire resident population of the estate and in the associated local settlement, whether in 

estate-owned or owner-occupied property. This territorial construction of community can 

be extended to include all who have a link or an association with the geographical place of 
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the estate, therefore the estate community may be considered a ‘community of place’ 

(Liepins, 2000b). An alternative ‘community of interest’ definition includes estate tenants 

(residential, agricultural and commercial), in addition to both direct and indirect estate 

employees, including retired employees and employee families. Furthermore, those who 

are now self-employed report a ‘sense of belonging’ to the estate community, through an 

ongoing business relationship, a feeling repeated by both landowning family members and 

estate visitors. Therefore, a ‘sense of belonging’ to the estate may also contribute to the 

continuum or ‘degrees’ of estate community definition, as summarised in Figure 9.2.3. 

Similarly, a sense of a shared lifestyle on the estate and shared interests, as 

suggested given the interconnections between estate and community sustainability, is 

further suggested as an indicator of the ‘estate community’. Finally, other participants who 

feel members of the ‘estate community’ base this association on the opportunity to use 

estate facilities (which are considered attractive to visitors and second home ownership) 

and a positive relationship with the estate management and ownership. It follows on that 

estate-community interactions are the basis for the existence of an estate community, 

according to participants. 

 

Figure 9.2.3 ‘Degrees’ of estate community, with red illustrating the place-based and blue the interest-based 

community definitions expressed by case study participants. 

 

All those resident on the estate 
and in the local community 

Estate visitors , those with a 'sense 
of belonging' or positive 

relationship through interaction 

Indirect, retired or 
redundant employees 

and employee families 

Estate employees 
and tenants 

Landowner and 
landowning 

family 
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However, many participants are sceptical regarding the existence, or continuing presence 

of an ‘estate community’, for example due to diminishing estate employment and property 

rental. Indeed, both community and landowner participants felt that the concept of an 

‘estate community’ had been replaced with a ‘village community’ as a central point of 

association in the locality. In one case study, the private landowner associates him/herself 

with membership of the village community rather than the ‘estate community’, due to the 

estate’s lack of direct employees (therefore aligning with the community of interest 

definition previously mentioned). Some community member participants suggest that the 

sense of estate community has been lost, and that they have grown disconnected from the 

estate. The key factors contributing to this sense of disconnect include a persistence of 

feudalism, a lack of community consultation by the estate, and the resulting lack of estate-

community engagement. It seems that this disconnect is reducing the legitimacy of 

decision-making for the estate that influences those living and working there, as suggested 

by the community feeling that estate-driven changes or landowner requests of owner-

occupiers were ‘interfering’.  

The loss of a sense of ‘estate community’ is also attributed to an incoming rural 

population with no connection to the institution of the estate, who are similarly less likely 

to be aware of, or align themselves with, a perceived out-dated hierarchy or community 

structure. Therefore, given wide rural societal change, the strength of the concept of ‘estate 

community’ may be considered diminished, due to incoming rural residents or a decreasing 

population with direct association to the ‘estate’. Nonetheless, within each case study, 

participants affirmed, to a certain extent, the existence of an estate community. This 

finding suggests that the concept of ‘estate community’ may be symbolically and socially 

constructed, reinforcing the community identity of certain groups in conjunction with the 

institution of the estate (see Cohen, 1985; Liepins, 2000b)
18

. 

 

However, the perceived disconnect and the dilution of the ‘estate community’ from 

historical descriptions (see Bird, 1982 for example; cf. Section 3.5) is a fundamental 

challenge to estate-community interactions and effective engagement. A point of 

variability between case studies in relation to the perceived existence (or strength of 

symbolic importance) of an estate community may have been due to the type of estate 

business and the extent of estate diversification, indicating the level and variety of 

employment on the estate, and the opportunities for community and wider public 

                                                      
18

 A further perspective on the ‘estate community’ and its role in estate-community interactions may be found 

through consideration of this concept as a ‘boundary object’ (see Riesch, 2010, amongst others); an 

opportunity for future research. 
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involvement in estate activities. For example, estates which promote their tourism 

enterprises, especially online, and had many return visitors, included these estate tourists 

within their ‘estate community’ definition, due to their shared interest in the estate’s 

sustainability, and their positive contribution to the estate business and community spirit. 

This theme of estate-community interaction and the potential for generating shared 

perspectives and mutually-beneficial outcomes is explored in Section 9.3. 

9.2.4. Integrating academic and ‘estate-based’ definitions 

As recognised in the literature (cf. Section 3.4), the ‘sustainable development’ paradigm 

remains a challenging concept to apply in practice, due to its common use as a rhetorical 

device and with little practical guidance for specific ‘sustainability’ situations, for 

example, estate management. Landowners and estate managers emphasise this lack of 

guidance as a constraining factor to estate sustainability. However, estate management 

participants were at times guilty of using the ambiguities of sustainable development to 

highlight only the positive role of private landownership and the ‘sustainability’ attributes 

of their estate management. Claims such as ‘this is a sustainable estate because that can 

mean different things to different people’ [EM A02] illustrate this tactic, or explanations 

that ‘sustainability’ is in evidence through the long-term ownership of the landowning 

family and the maintenance of traditional management practices. Furthermore, a reluctance 

to consider personal definitions of ‘estate sustainability’ may also indicate an 

unwillingness to reflect on estate management practices and their potential unsustainable 

pathway, which may be tentatively considered evidence of a lack of private landowning 

accountability. 

 

The dominance of ‘estate sustainability’ definitions that are based on economic 

sustainability, with the other pillars of environmental and social sustainability granted 

lower priority in landowner and estate management participant descriptions, highlights a 

disconnect between theoretical and lay discourse on ‘sustainable development’. This 

disconnect may be due to a lack of translation from academic and political posturing to 

practical land management considerations. To the landowners and estate managers 

involved in this study, this concept may be equated to the ‘survival’ of the estate business, 

and therefore retention of asset ownership, with less importance placed the concept’s 

environmentalism roots; as Park asserts: “it is very hard to be green when you are in the 

red” (2007 in Cairns and Hamblin, 2007: 163). However, this is not to say that the case 

study landowners were not interested in environmental or social concerns; quite the 
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opposite attitude was conveyed during interviews. A cynical analysis may suggest that 

such environmentally and socially conscious attitudes represent an attempt to redress 

negative perceptions of private landownership on the local and national scale, as described 

previously. Nonetheless, when faced with the reality of the future of the estate business, 

economic concerns come to the forefront. This suggests that the landowners’ constructions 

of the ‘estate’ and its sustainability contradict more ecocentric definitions or those 

concerned with corporate social responsibility, for example as expressed by Crofts (2000) 

and Bonini and Görner (2011), who would in turn contest the ‘bottom line’ definitions 

provided by the private landowners.  

However, an emphasis on increasing ‘self-sufficiency’ in estate management is 

aligned with principles of strong sustainability (see Williams and Millington, 2004). A 

shift in private landowner perceptions of ‘sustainable development’ may be suggested, 

from principles of weak sustainability held during the period where estates were 

predominantly owned and managed as recreational assets supported by outside income, to 

contemporary ‘strong sustainability’ definitions, given the need for economic viability on 

the estate scale, with the removal of external private financial support, and within the limits 

of the land resource. Further detailed analysis of landowner perceptions of sustainable 

development is thus required to develop this suggestion, for example comparing the views 

of purchased and absentee landowners, as pursued by Wagstaff (2012).  

 

The definitional discussions throughout the case studies highlighted a key question: 

whether ‘estate sustainability’ is determined by landownership type (or land tenure 

mechanism) or by the landowner’s individual values, motivations, management style and 

indeed, personality. Without a comparison of other land ownership types, this question 

cannot be comprehensively resolved with the available data, although it is the opinion of 

several community participants that ‘estate sustainability’ is unachievable without 

community ownership, in line with the arguments of Callander (1986) and many other land 

reform activists. These community perceptions represent a challenge to estate-community 

engagement, discussed below. However, the fact that the landowner as an individual is 

frequently regarded as the key factor for promoting or constraining sustainability is a 

notable finding from this research, reiterating the findings of Armstrong and Mather 

(1983), and confirming the assertions of Mather (1999) and Elliot (1999), amongst others. 

These findings indicate that sustainable development is dependent on the personality of 

those with power. Both landowners and influential community members have the power 

(to a certain extent) to facilitate or prevent change according to personal values, with 
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further impacts for both estate and community sustainability. There is an extensive and 

complex literature on ‘sustainable behaviours’ and how to change the behaviour of people 

with different attitudes and personalities (see for example, Jackson, 2005; Science and 

Technology Select Committee, 2011). A further analysis with a larger sample size based 

on the attitudes of landowners and community members towards sustainable development 

would probably provide insights regarding overcoming the influence of personality. An 

initial step is the identification of tangible outcomes of desirable behaviours, to which the 

LUS contributes; further policy directions will be considered below. 

 

The multi-faceted nature of community sustainability characterisations confirms the 

difficulty of identifying a single definition that captures the range of key factors and 

heterogeneity of rural communities suggested by Owen (2005) and Bryden and Bryan 

(2005), for instance. The key factors and constraints discussed by case study participants 

also highlight the interconnected nature of estate and community sustainability, with the 

latter considered a key factor of the former. Therefore the key factors for community 

sustainability are central to estate sustainability, including elements of good governance 

and community involvement in land management decision-making.  

Given these interconnections, it may be argued that it is in the interest of private 

landowners to contribute positively to key factors for community sustainability. Indeed, as 

summarised in the Section 9.2.3, the influence of the estate on community sustainability 

arose as an element of participant definitions. The estate’s role, in the eyes of community 

participants, is believed to include exploring sustainable development opportunities, for 

example in housing or renewable energy, as well as facilitating or responding (‘listening’) 

to community sustainability requirements. This providing and facilitating role is 

predominantly described by community participants, and is contradicted by one landowner 

participant [PL A05] who asserts that estate ‘responsibility’ is a thing of the past. These 

contradictory characterisations suggest a disconnect between the expectations of the role of 

the landowner held by the community and by the landowner. These findings also highlight 

the potentially negative consequences for both estate and community sustainability of a 

breakdown in relations. For example, conflicts may arise from a lack of knowledge and 

understanding of the values of each party, and uncertainty regarding the other’s anticipated 

behaviour.  

 

In conclusion, this research has provided an insight into the contemporary definition of the 

‘estate community’, therefore establishing who may be included in the ‘sustainable estate 
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community’ (see Barber, 1996; cf. Section 3.5), according to case study participant views. 

An analysis of ‘degrees’ of estate association, as illustrated in Figure 9.2.3 may be drawn 

from these definitional discussions, with a distinction made between a community of place 

and a community of interest. The former refers to a community defined by the boundary of 

the estate and may therefore be considered a static concept. The latter, whilst less tangible, 

corresponds to a ‘fluid’ rural population (see Liepins, 2000a), and may arguably be 

determined by the estate business type (in particular the extent of diversification), and 

opportunity for estate-community engagement. This definition also corresponds with the 

sense of ‘communities within communities’ conceptualised by Shucksmith et al. (1996) 

(and as directly stated by one estate manager, cf. Section 6.2.3) and ‘community as 

perceived collectivity’ (Skogen and Krange, 2003: 311), due to its foundation of individual 

association or relation with the institution of the ‘estate’ (see Gusfield, 1975 in McMillan 

and Chavis George, 1986).  

 

Finally, this exploration of grounded and bottom-up definitions highlights the challenge, 

and the necessity, of integrating non-expert and applied understandings of sustainable 

development. Authors such as Jones (1995) and Cloke (1997) consider the incorporation of 

lay discourses and ‘experiential definitions’ as central to the progression of rural studies, 

and it may be inferred that this knowledge could facilitate change and the success of 

sustainability policy. There is discussion within the literature on transdisciplinarity that 

there is a need for methods to incorporate ‘new’ and non-traditional knowledge with expert 

discourse (see Glass et al., 2013b; Evely, et al., 2008), in order to tackle so-called wicked 

problems (see Jahn et al., 2012). Whilst this thesis cannot claim to have identified new 

methods for such knowledge integration (indeed, this was not central to the research 

questions), it has increased the level of academic understanding of lay definitions of the 

sustainability of rural communities and upland, privately-owned estates, by those who live 

and work there, and arguably hold the key to its achievement. Ultimately, sustainable 

development will not be achieved in rural areas if the diverse range of stakeholders are 

aiming in different directions and, as Connelly and Smith (2002: 258 in Warren, 2009: 

387) state, this contested concept depends on ‘how it is interpreted theoretically and 

practically’. 

9.2.5. Implications for policy and practice 

Developing understanding of prospects for sustainability and unsustainability from those 

who live in rural communities and manage upland areas provides a useful indicator for 
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directing policy and evaluating its success with regard to land use and community 

development. For example, the predominantly economic focus of the private landowners 

and their estate sustainability definitions, dependent on financial viability, may be 

approved of by the Scottish Government, seeking to promote the ‘Single Purpose’ of 

‘sustainable economic growth’ (Scottish Government, 2012g). This concern for economic 

sustainability as an apparent priority over environmental and social concerns by the sample 

of private landowners involved in this research, however, highlights potential problems in 

meeting other policy goals which rely on multi-functional land use in order to provide 

public goods, unless this type of land management is financially beneficial for private 

estate businesses. In particular, policies such as the LUS (and its goal of an ecosystem 

approach) might fail to gain private landowner compliance without either a regulatory or 

compensatory framework. However, such increasing bureaucracy would likely be opposed 

by the private land management sector, claiming that it would compound their 

unsustainability. Therefore, in addition to this framework, it seems crucial that policy 

development includes applied solutions and practical guidance to the constraints to estate 

sustainability discussed above.  

 

Definitions and key factors of estate community sustainability illustrate its multifaceted 

nature and the critical interlinkages between the different factors. This finding provides 

strong support to the OECD’s place-based rural development policy, which seeks to 

replace sectoral policy making with interconnected, territorial-based approaches, and to 

address the development problems in specific regions (see OECD, 2008). Such an 

approach should take into account all the key factors contributing positively and negatively 

towards community sustainability, and their interconnections. Given the changing rural 

population and impact on the ‘critical mass’ of rural communities, different approaches to 

service provision may ensure their continued viability, with further benefits for other key 

sustainability factors, such as a balanced age structure and community vibrancy. Service 

design approaches as advocated by the art and design disciplines might contribute a fresh 

perspective to these rural challenges, also contributing to building community capacity for 

bottom-up solutions (see Snook, 2012). It may also be argued that the Scottish Government 

would be well-advised to support ‘multi-functional’ institutions that provide public goods 

(in the same manner as current land use policy), for example community hubs or mobile 

service provision.  
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Providing training and skills for local community members to sustain these new 

institutions would also contribute positively to community capacity and empowerment, and 

may be considered a realistic policy direction, given the localism agenda promoted by 

Westminster and the forthcoming Community Empowerment and Renewal Bill in 

Scotland. Indeed, the reinstated Scottish Land Fund provides funding for community 

bodies to acquire disused public property, which it is hoped will contribute to service 

provision and community vibrancy (Scottish Government, 2012e); however, this funding 

has also been perceived as a potential threat to private landownership, reinvigorating the 

opportunity for action under the LRSA (see Scottish Land & Estates, 2011d). Nonetheless, 

further to the facilitating role of the estate, there is also a role for the landowner in 

overcoming community uncertainty, a constraining factor for sustainability. Central to this 

uncertainty are succession plans for the estate, to address a perceived community need for 

security of estate ‘values’ and motivations, given the interlinkage of estate-community 

sustainability. Increasing estate-community communication may overcome this 

uncertainty; further consideration of best practice approaches to estate-community 

interaction will be considered below.  

 

Similarly, given the apparent power of private estate decision-making over rural estate 

community sustainability and the interconnections between estate and community 

sustainable development, it seems imperative that policy seeks to encourage private 

landowner decisions and estate management that contribute positively to rural 

sustainability. Such land management may be encouraged through de-regulation, 

compensation or perhaps the recognition of positive contributions or facilitation by private 

landowners, which may enhance positive perceptions of landowners on the local and 

national scale. The popularity of ‘nudge’ interventions may contribute to behaviour change 

amongst landowners that corresponds with community sustainability definitions (see 

Thaler and Sunstein, 2008 in Science and Technology Select Committee, 2011). 

Alternatively, and as campaigned for by private landowners, the relief of inheritance and 

capital gains tax on estate-led affordable housing developments, for example, may support 

this vital element of community sustainability.  

However, there are many arguments against tax relief for private interests, and 

many campaigners who advocate more stringent private landownership taxation measures 

in order to reduce the concentration of ownership in private hands and increase access to 

land (see proposals for land value taxation by Wightman, 2010). Indeed, several 

community participants claim that sustainability of both estate and community may be 
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more achievable with alternative land tenure systems and increases in community 

involvement in land management decision-making and access to land, in order to develop 

community-led affordable housing and employment opportunities. These definitions 

arguably threaten to undermine the legitimacy, benefits and power of private 

landownership. Reflections and political debate around the success of the LUS, especially 

given its currently voluntary framework, might lead to a resolution regarding the potential 

for private interests to ensure sustainable land management. 

 

However, one final consideration is the potential for new rural income sources to 

dramatically alter the economic situation of privately-owned upland estates, not least the 

anticipated ‘renewables revolution’. It has been suggested that the opportunities available 

through renewable energy generation may contribute positively to estate economic 

sustainability and, in turn, the motivations and lifestyles of private landowners (Spencer-

Nairn, 2011). According to the definitional discussions with case study participants, estate 

economic viability has both direct and indirect influences on community sustainability, and 

therefore it is likely that such an income boost would have a positive influence on estate 

community sustainability. However, it may also decrease the influence of incentives for 

multifunctional, sustainable land use, and that which provides public goods. Given the 

economic-heavy sustainability definitions of those involved in land management, it would 

be assumed that market forces would dictate behaviour in this situation, in addition to the 

values and personality of the landowner. This hypothesised market change would have 

implications on a much larger scale than the single estate. For instance, national renewable 

energy targets, as well as international commitments to carbon emission reductions, would 

arguably rest on the shoulders of those who control the asset of energy capture, namely the 

land (as critically explained by MacKenzie, 2006).  

 In conclusion, the insights provided by this exploration of lay definitions of 

‘sustainability’ have highlighted the continuing power of the private landowner to 

influence positively or negatively both the sustainable development of their estate (despite 

external forces and government policy), and subsequently the estate community. However, 

estate sustainability and the economic imperatives of the private landowner are interwoven 

with the key factors for community sustainability and public perceptions. This Section 

therefore indicates the importance of positive and constructive estate-community 

interactions and engagement. 
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9.3. Processes and practices of interaction and engagement 

between private landownership and ‘estate communities’ 

9.3.1. Rural challenges and arenas of interaction between private 

landowners, estate management and estate communities  

As outlined in detail in Chapter 7, the case studies illustrate that processes of interaction 

between private estate management (including landowners) and estate communities (as 

previously defined) may be categorised within the three broad ‘interaction arenas’ of 

housing, employment, and community cohesion and spirit. An exploration of these arenas 

provides an insight into the extent and opportunity for community engagement in estate 

management. This subsection will briefly recap on the key themes of the three arenas and 

the challenges facing rural community sustainability, in addition to the evaluations 

presented, in order to draw out both positive approaches to estate-community engagement 

and the challenges to such positive approaches. 

 

As detailed in Chapter 7, rural communities in Scotland face a continuing lack of 

affordable housing, and this is illustrated in the case studies. This key challenge to 

community sustainability is influenced by trends of counter-urbanisation and the rise of 

second and holiday homes, which are believed to remove available housing for the resident 

population and raise house prices above locally-affordable levels. This in turn contributes 

to tensions between ‘locals’ and ‘incomers’. Whilst the incoming population and holiday 

home visitors are credited with providing income, supporting services and bringing jobs, 

there are concerns in some case studies of the pressure of the new population on key 

services, and the actual contribution of this population increase to service viability, given 

their lifestyles and motivations for migration. There is also concern regarding the rate and 

scale of rural housing developments, and the import of social problems where affordable 

housing is developed.  

 There is an expectation highlighted by all participant groups throughout the case 

studies of the role of the estate to develop housing, in particular to provide accommodation 

for estate employees, although, with a decline in tied housing, employees are commonly 

also tenants. There are examples in the case studies of ‘pension scheme’ estate housing, 

where retired employees are provided low-cost rented housing in lieu of a formal 

employer’s pension. This system relies on private landowner responsibility, which is 

considered uncertain, given the pull of potential income from tourism lets. A key estate-
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community interaction therefore includes communication regarding housing maintenance; 

in some places, whilst estate rented housing was considered cheap, its actual affordability 

was diminished, due to housing disrepair. The case study estates were at times criticised 

for a lack of or slow development of new housing, and there was also uncertainty of estate 

and landowner plans for housing development or sale. Nonetheless, it was highlighted that 

estate-developed housing contributed positively to community sustainability, for example 

through provision of services and amenities with planning gain, providing an economic 

boost and increasing the ‘critical mass’, in turn providing a greater labour pool for the 

estate business.  

  

In addition to housing challenges, the communities involved in this research highlight the 

issue of a lack of employment opportunities due to the loss of traditional rural industries 

and a changing workforce. A decline in land-based employment activities has been 

witnessed on a national scale (Ward, 2006), and this is mirrored in a decline in direct estate 

employment, due to the need for business efficiency and financial savings, in addition to 

larger forces of mechanisation and modernisation. The decline and closure of key 

employment sources has further negative impacts on other businesses and population 

stability, as shown in the case studies, in addition to pressures from global forces on small, 

local-scale employers. Employment in the rural areas under investigation are also 

negatively influenced by seasonality and remoteness (although these factors may both be 

considered conducive to tourism), a lack of childcare, and a perceived unwillingness by the 

resident population to undertake the work available. As mentioned, there are knock-on 

impacts of a rise in commuting with an incoming rural population, including threats to 

local shops and community group activity.  

Similarly, the case studies illustrate the extent of personal consideration in 

employment choices and the influence of societal aspirations, for example, expected 

income, career development and the need for year-round employment. Many community 

members are ‘pluriactive’ (to borrow a concept from agriculture; see van der Ploeg et al., 

2000), in order to generate an acceptable or necessary level of income. It is likely that these 

factors play a key role in the ‘unwillingness’ towards certain jobs, and the decline in land-

based employment. Some case studies presented issues of labour shortages, with too few 

people to fill the posts available or develop enterprises, in addition to social concerns of 

‘unemployability’. A further key factor highlighted by community participants was a 

perceived lack of land to expand or diversify community enterprises or, for example, 

develop crofting. Overall, the apparent lack of employment opportunity and development 
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was certainly a key factor in youth outmigration, confirming the work of Jones (1999) and 

Stockdale (2006). 

 

Nonetheless, though estate employment is declining, this remains a key estate-community 

interaction according to the case studies. The estates in this sample are typically considered 

‘responsible’ employers by their local communities. Whilst estate employment corresponds 

with trends for low rural wages, participants highlight other perceived benefits of estate 

work, including access to housing and a desirable rural lifestyle. However, whilst many of 

the case study estates maintain relatively large workforces and are considered helpful in 

finding employment for community members, there is a sense of dependency on the estate 

by the community through this interaction, and a lack of career progression within estate 

jobs. In reality, estate posts might cover a number of actual roles or tasks on the estate – for 

example, the stalker might also be expected to act as a barman for estate corporate events. 

Whilst, on one hand, this provides an opportunity for skills diversification for estate 

employees, it also limits the potential for skills development. There were also negative 

impacts of the ‘in-house’ philosophy promoted by several of the case study estates. For 

example, the employment of external land management agencies is considered a route to 

avoiding ‘in-house’ parochialism. However, whilst ‘in-house’ estate management can 

maximise direct estate employment, depending on the type of estate business and extent of 

‘in-hand’ enterprises, it concurrently does not contribute to the indirect employment and 

tenancy support that are noted as conducive to community sustainability. 

 

Indeed, it is suggested that the role of private landownership is to support and develop 

appropriate local employment, ideally ensuring that the community are empowered 

(therefore avoiding the dependency culture as mentioned) in generating income and 

employment, for example through tourism development. Community members and some 

landowner participants believe that supporting estate tenancies, and thus indirect 

employment, may be in the best interest of the estate, given the likelihood of maximum 

production (the tenant needs to ensure the economic sustainability of their enterprise) and 

the reduction of risk with ‘in-hand’ estate businesses and direct employment. Some 

community participants call for crofting development as an opportunity for community 

employment and enterprise. However, others question whether this would provide 

sufficient income for the tenant, thus perpetuating the need for challenging pluriactive 

lifestyles. It may also be questioned whether such crofting development is a realistic 

aspiration on these privately-owned estates, given the powers of the LRSA and mixed 
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views of crofting expressed by the landowner participants. It is also likely that increasing 

‘indirect’ estate employment would result in changing relationships and interactions 

between the estate and community.  

However, these findings also show that the role of the estate in enabling indirect 

employment expansion through estate provision of land, facilities or premises depends on 

the motivations and objectives of the landowner. Whilst such expansion might be the 

wishes of the landowner, in line with community members, constraining factors include the 

lack of a ‘rooted’ community and crucially a lack of estate income. In addition, such 

expansion is also inhibited or discouraged by private landowning power, where individual 

owners believe that there is a lack of available space or potential market for the proposed 

development, or that it would have negative impacts on the community, for example in 

terms of generating competition. This final point reinforces the potential for private 

landowning personalities and values to influence (arguably both positively and negatively) 

key factors of community sustainability. 

 

The final interaction arena, community spirit and cohesion, is characterised by community 

generosity, awareness, neighbourliness and camaraderie. Case study participants explain 

that community spirit and ‘sense of community’ is closely related to ‘sense of place’, and 

that it is exemplified through community events, groups and activities; a concept closely 

aligned with the Scottish Government’s ideal of community ‘vibrancy’ (Scottish 

Government, 2012h). The ‘health’ and success of community groups are therefore central 

to maintaining and enhancing community spirit. Group health is attributed to the 

involvement of proactive individuals, volunteer effort, local confidence, support and 

interest, in addition to community capacity, communication and funding opportunities. 

Healthy community groups contribute to community identity and bonding capital – or 

supportive networks - through joint activity (SCDC, 2011). As exemplified in the case 

studies, partnerships between community groups also boost activity and ensure 

representation of a range of community interests, which is likely to contribute positively to 

community bridging capital (SCDC, 2011).  

However, it seems that community group activity relies on key individuals: those 

that ‘make community happen’ [EM A01]. This can lead to issues of dependency 

(therefore diminished community capacity) and volunteer fatigue. Furthermore, individuals 

can have a negative influence, for example if considered forceful or unpopular 

personalities, therefore resulting in the unwillingness of other community members to 

undertake joint activity. It is reiterated in the case studies that community spirit may also 
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be inhibited by a perceived poor community attitude or apathy, which is not conducive to 

capacity building or community spirit. 

 

The changing composition of rural communities in Scotland, as illustrated through the case 

studies, can also impact on community spirit and cohesion, for example through 

uncertainty generated with unfamiliar faces and a perceived lack of contribution by the 

incoming population. Where there is a high level of second home ownership, and thus a 

low full-time resident population, community spirit is described as considerably 

diminished and the village entirely inactive during the winter. There are mixed views in the 

original ‘local’ community regarding the acceptance of the incoming population, with 

some considering the ‘incomers’ as friends, whilst others label them ‘strangers’ or ‘white 

settlers’. Similarly, there is debate regarding the eligibility of the incoming population for 

community group membership, particularly the community council, and tensions arise 

around the representation of interests on community groups and their access to facilities, 

for example the perceived dominance of ‘incomers’. Community member participants 

describe a sense that the ‘local’ population feels overshadowed by the incoming 

population, for example in terms of bringing in new skills. Therefore, issues of power 

relations and jealousy are contributing factors in community divides, constraining 

community sustainability (cf. Section 7.4.2). It is likely that these issues are also 

disconnecting factors in terms of estate-community engagement; this will be considered 

further in Section 9.3.2. 

 

Finally, community divides appear to be exacerbated by wider societal trends and 

developments. For example, the ‘urbanisation’ of rural communities by large housing 

developments appears to contribute negatively to the incomer-local divide, in addition to 

the rise in commuting which, in turn, has implications for village shops and other 

businesses. Similarly, the decline of village shops is considered a threat to community 

spirit, through the loss of opportunities to exchange information and communicate at the 

community scale. Similarly, diminishing group activity and therefore ‘exchange’ 

interactions are attributed to the rise of in-home entertainment, in addition to wider 

changes in societal aspirations. There is a reported increase in anti-social behaviour, with 

the incoming population accused of importing social problems, though this trend may also 

be due to a lack of amenities for young people and pressure on key services. Community 

divisions also arise with development proposals, not least those regarding renewable 

energy. As described by Warren (2009), the case studies do illustrate a tendency of the 
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incoming population to oppose such developments.  However, closer investigation shows 

that the ‘preservation vs. progress’ divide does not fall as clearly as incomer vs. local, with 

individual support or opposition based on complex background factors, values and 

attitudes (see Warren and Birnie, 2009). Nonetheless, shared values are demonstrated 

regarding ‘specialness’, enjoyment and place attachment, which are considered conducive 

to positive community spirit. Community divides are numerous and case-specific; 

nonetheless, many in this case study sample are influenced by the shifting power relations 

(and resulting power struggles) with in-migration. Similarly, community cohesion and 

spirit is therefore complex, dynamic, and dependent on the sense of empowerment and 

personal values of individual community members. 

9.3.2. Positive approaches to estate-community engagement  

An evaluation of the estate-community interactions detailed in Chapter 7 highlights a range 

of positive approaches that may be considered conducive to the processes of ‘engagement’ 

necessary for both estate and community sustainability, according to the definitions 

outlined in Chapter 6. These positive approaches may be summarized as community 

involvement by estate management, maximising direct contact and communication, 

community consultation by the estate, collaboration and a proactive approach to gain 

mutual benefits, as well as open and friendly attitudes towards estate-community 

engagement processes.  

 

A crucial element is the direct contact between estate management and community 

members through membership of key community groups, such as community councils and 

development groups. This contact maximises communication and facilitates the exchange 

of information and views between the estate and community; in some case studies, 

community members explain that they have a ‘direct line’ to the private landowner. This 

involvement and communication is likely to boost positive perceptions on the local scale, 

as community members have access to estate management and development plans. Indeed, 

as demonstrated in the case studies, estate management involvement with community 

groups may also be motivated by their role as a community member. Furthermore, a sense 

of familiarity between the landowner, estate management, and the community was 

highlighted as conducive to positive interaction, for example through the use of first 

names, in addition to an overall friendly and open attitude of both community members 

and estate representatives. Successful processes of estate-community engagement also 

include community planning exercises and pre-consultation meetings, co-organised by the 
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estate, community groups and where relevant, third parties such as developers and 

government agencies. The positive approaches arising from these processes include the 

potential of collaboration and co-facilitation of community-estate engagement, again 

providing forums for information exchange and increasing adaptive capacity (see Folke et 

al., 2002) regarding developments.  

 

Furthermore, the case studies illustrated the need for a proactive approach by private 

landowners to overcome rural community sustainability constraints, for example through 

the application for grant funding to contribute to affordable housing need. The case studies 

also present the community sustainability benefits of providing land for a community 

facility as a form of estate development ‘planning gain’, and promoting estate tenancies, 

thereby providing land for community-generated enterprises. While positive interaction is 

reported in the latter approach, as the estate and tenants work together on estate-diversified 

enterprises, it was motivated by estate economic viability, rather than a sense of 

community responsibility. Nonetheless, it is considered ‘mutually beneficial’ by 

community members, as the perceived benefits include the retention of a rural population, 

community empowerment through support for small businesses, income for both the 

community members and the estate business, as well as risk-spreading and land 

productivity maximising for the estate. Similarly, case study examples illustrate estate 

representatives providing assistance and support for community asset ownership, where 

this provides a mutual benefit for the estate, for example through an additional tenancy. 

 Finally, positive interaction is promoted where community groups are able to use 

the facilities of the estate office and gain administrative and accounting support. Indeed, 

up-scaling from this small-scale community group support, a further positive approach 

illustrated in the case studies is the provision of land and buildings for community use, 

through either donation or tenancies, typically at a so-called ‘peppercorn rent’ level, noted 

as an example of estate generosity. Whilst this latter approach is likely to have financial 

costs for the estate, it may also be considered a mutually-beneficial engagement approach 

due to the likely benefits to local perceptions of landowners, with implications for wider 

public views and subsequently government support, in addition to contributing to local 

community sustainability.  

9.3.3. Challenges to positive approaches to estate community engagement  

Nonetheless, despite the positive approaches to estate-community engagement as outlined, 

the case studies also highlight the challenges to undertaking such approaches. Both estate 
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representatives and community members demonstrate examples of ‘top-down’ consultation 

(more closely aligned with decide-announce-defend models; see Sarkissian et al., 2009) 

and communication processes, where the other party is not given the opportunity to 

respond fully and express their views. Similarly, a lack of communication regarding plans, 

developments and challenges on the part of both estate and community is not conducive to 

positive interaction, and the case studies highlight the need for a range of forms of 

communication. Examples where a lack of communication inhibited positive interaction 

include the removal of support provision for a community group, the reasons for which 

were not fully comprehended by community group members, therefore contributing to 

negative local perceptions of the estate. Other examples illustrate a lack of understanding 

by the community of estate management practices and financial planning, played out in 

housing maintenance disagreements, for instance. Indeed, the case study findings suggest a 

need for greater communication of estate planning, including succession planning, though 

this may be considered a challenge to the privacy of landowning families. The case studies 

also illustrate the influence of family aspirations and sentimentalities on estate 

management pragmatism; the latter central to estate sustainability, but the former a likely 

unavoidable element of any family business. 

 

Furthermore, positive interactions were inhibited where the estate and community lacked a 

recent history of change, and therefore additionally lacked adaptive capacity, as an 

apparent result of both estate-driven ‘stifling’ and/or community resistance to growth or 

development locally. In addition, in some cases, the personality of the landowner or other 

estate representatives may be perceived as a constraint to positive approaches, through 

apparently being the cause of slow progress in development projects (for example, taking a 

longer than acceptable time to make decisions), being considered old-fashioned or 

challenging to engage with, due to personal characteristics ranging from shyness to a 

dictatorial attitude. Indeed, the case studies present examples of negative estate-community 

engagement due to personality differences and long-term rifts.  

 Similarly, barriers to estate-community engagement were identified as deriving 

from the landownership structure, for example whether it was in the form of a company or 

trust, therefore legal requirements dictate the parameters of estate business functioning. A 

key example was the complexities of asset transfer within a company structure; therefore 

landowners explained that they were unable to simply donate land to the community. 

However, this constraint was apparently little understood or accepted by some community 
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participants, who assert that perceived complexities conceal personal accountability and 

decision-making on the part of the landowner. These examples, as detailed in Section 

7.2.2, also illustrate the influence of negative perceptions of private landownership, on 

local and national scales, on estate-community engagement, reinforced by prejudices and a 

perceived class divide. Finally, the landowners and their engagement approaches may also 

reinforce community divides, as demonstrated through the impact of a tendency to 

prioritize communication and support for one group (for example, the ‘locals’) rather than 

other sections of the community (for example, the ‘incomers’), given the ‘community of 

place’ definition outlined above. Therefore, a constraint to positive estate-community 

engagement may be a biased approach by the landowner, again probably a consequence of 

their personal background, values and personality.  

9.3.4. Estate-community interaction and engagement in a broader context  

An identification of interaction arenas and the evaluation of approaches for positive estate-

community engagement, as presented in the case studies, illustrates evidence of mutual 

benefits for both privately-owned estates and estate communities. These benefits include 

the creation of trusting relationships and reducing the uncertainty of actions and views of 

both parties through effective communication processes. Certainly, the exchange of 

information achieved through the positive engagement processes outlined above may be 

expected to contribute to the production of social learning (see Reed et al., 2010). 

However, given this concept’s intangibility and the lack of baseline or indicator data 

available via a case study approach, any inference of this type should be corroborated with 

further targeted data collection through monitoring engagement processes. 

 Similarly, the case studies highlight the potential creation of social capital with 

positive estate-community engagement. Specifically, the involvement of estate 

management (including the landowner) in key community groups, both representing the 

estate and through personal interest, arguably generates vital bridging capital (Sarkissian et 

al., 2009; SCDC, 2011). Support for community group health, including the provision of 

land or other resources by the estate for community group use, may also be aligned with 

the creation of bonding capital, considered crucial for creating opportunities (Sharp, 2004), 

a key factor for sustainability. More tangibly, these engagement processes can lead to 

mutual support for business development by both estate (for example, with early 

community consultation overcoming opposition) and community (through tenancy 

agreements). An approach which is likely to boost the income generation and economic 
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viability of both parties contributes positively to the definitions of estate and community 

sustainability discussed previously.  

 

Similarly, this exploration of interaction and engagement processes provides an 

opportunity to reflect on the theoretical guidance as outlined in Section 3.6. Indeed, the 

evaluation afforded through the case studies partially confirms the best practice approaches 

discussed in the academic and practitioner literature. For example, Rowe and Frewer 

(2005) conclude that process success relies on effective facilitation, especially in terms of 

information input and output. The many examples of successful and unsuccessful 

communication devices used by the case study estates show that appropriate 

communication and the opportunity for an on-going dialogue are key factors for successful 

engagement processes. Furthermore the extensive literature on stakeholder engagement 

describes the need for representation of interests (Rowe and Frewer, 2005; Richards et al., 

2004; Reed, 2008), which is also confirmed by the challenge to estate-community 

engagement processes that apparently only involve certain ‘fractions’ of the community, 

for example crofters or articulate ‘incomers’.  

 

However, once again, landowner personality may be considered the key variable in 

engagement processes (as suggested previously by Richards et al., 2004), in addition to the 

influence of other personalities, including landowning family and community members. 

The case studies highlight the impact of personality clashes on estate and community 

sustainability. Furthermore, it is clear that effective estate-community communication is 

determined to a great extent by the approachability and accessibility of the landowner and 

estate management, factors again associated with personal characteristics and manner. The 

case studies also suggest that engagement may be less successful where the landowner is 

not considered outgoing or a charismatic leader, which raises key questions regarding the 

expectation and legitimacy of private landowners as rural ‘leaders’, especially with 

negative public perceptions and the changing view of an incoming rural population 

regarding landowners. Nonetheless, despite these changes, the private landowner retains 

significant power in rural areas and, as oft-quoted, with power comes responsibility that 

must be used wisely (see discussion in Warren, 2009). In the case of upland estates, it may 

be suggested that private landowners fulfil expected leadership roles in order to best meet 

the requirements for both estate and community sustainability, for example through 

facilitating estate-community engagement processes. 
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Furthermore, as highlighted in the literature, successful engagement processes rely on 

genuine opportunities for community involvement, ranging from the opportunity for the 

views of the community to be incorporated in a transparent manner in the planning process 

to their having a direct role in decision-making (see Sarkissian et al., 2009). Engagement 

processes that are considered tokenistic are therefore unlikely to be successful or contribute 

to estate or community sustainability. Case study findings suggest that private landowners’ 

primary motivation for engaging with the local community is to minimise community 

objection to development proposals that are in the business interests of the estate, and to 

maintain positive perceptions. The latter motivation thus corresponds with the 

‘instrumental imperatives’ outlined by Stirling (2006: 96). Thus the case studies suggest 

that such engagement processes, initiated by private landownership, may contribute to 

reinforcing traditional power structures and estate community deference, as described in 

Chapter 8. Indeed, the examples of planning gain provided by the private estates on 

development, whilst certainly contributing to community sustainability through the 

provision of property and support for key services, also maintain paternalistic hierarchies. 

These examples may be regarded by some to be a tactic of bargaining or even 

bribery on the part of the landowner; however, whilst this inference would likely be 

disputed by the ‘good practice’ landowner participants, it nonetheless reduces the potential 

for equality between landowner and community in engagement processes. As Kemp-

Benedict (2011) points out, inequality is counterproductive in the creation of trusting 

relationships. Furthermore, as the definitions in Chapter 6 highlight, community 

disempowerment is also not conducive to community sustainability, or, in fact, to estate 

sustainability.  

 

However, the case studies also demonstrate the level of power held by the contemporary 

rural community in terms of estate-community interactions. For instance, there are 

examples of opposition to estate developments through the planning process, especially to 

renewable energy and housing developments. Furthermore, the case studies include 

examples of community consideration regarding the pursuit of land acquisition under the 

LRSA. Similarly, community rights and viewpoints are also asserted through non-

engagement. Non-engagement may occur through community group decline or an 

apathetic attitude, as described in Chapter 7. In particular, community members may 

choose not to engage with a process led or facilitated by the estate because they dissociate 

themselves from the ‘estate community’ (therefore they feel that they do not have a ‘stake’ 

in the institution of the estate; cf. Section 6.2.3), or due to negative perceptions of the 



Page | 249 

 

private landowners and authenticity of the engagement process. Furthermore, community 

members may have doubts regarding the legitimacy of their potential role in decision-

making or the underlying motivations of the landowner, and therefore demonstrate these 

viewpoints through avoiding or refusing to participate in engagement processes. However, 

exclusion from such processes must not be misinterpreted as intentional non-engagement 

(see Cleaver, 2001), as demonstrated in the tendency for some landowner participants to 

undertake more comprehensive (and possibly more genuine) engagement processes with 

certain ‘estate community’ groups. As Cleaver (2001) explains, sense of ownership may be 

a driving force in engagement, and is closely associated with the definition of 

‘community’, therefore community perceptions of empowerment in the engagement 

process may also be coloured by their attachment to  -  or detachment from  -  the ‘estate 

community’ and sense of ownership over estate management decision-making. Similarly, 

non-engagement and issues of exclusion challenge effective representation, an essential 

element of successful community engagement approaches, as detailed by Richards et al. 

(2004).  

 

Also complicating estate-community interaction and engagement is the changing 

composition of the ‘estate’ and ‘non-estate’ community through rural in-migration and 

estate modernisation. As highlighted in descriptions of community tensions and divides, 

with immigration comes an influx of ‘new’ skills, knowledge and viewpoints/values. The 

case study evidence suggests that the incoming population have fewer direct links with the 

estate or landowner, and thus less opportunity to interact and/or limited motivation to 

participate in engagement processes. Nonetheless, they may also be more likely to 

challenge the legitimacy and accountability of private landowner decision-making, with 

implications for community sustainability, as their perspective may be less influenced by 

the historic power of the private landowner (and tendency for unquestioning loyalty, as 

presented by the older community members). Similarly, as identified in the counter-

urbanisation literature and confirmed by many participant statements in the community 

survey, the primary motivation for immigration is the natural environment and rural 

surroundings (defined as amenity migration; by Moss, 2006). Therefore, it seems that this 

section of the community may be likely to oppose unwelcome land use changes planned by 

the estate.  

The incoming population may also be difficult to engage (for example, by the 

estate) due to lifestyles and work patterns that are less ‘place-based’ (therefore less time is 
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spent in the estate ‘community of place’ that is conducive to interaction and exchange of 

information), and the influence of wider societal trends, including in-house entertainment, 

that are illustrated as detrimental to community group activity. The incoming population 

may also be made to feel less welcome to join community groups due to the many points 

of contention expressed by the ‘original’ population (cf. Section 7.4.1). Therefore, 

engagement processes that ensure representation of the broadest estate community 

definition (that of place) must seek to overcome these challenges, perhaps through 

adopting more diverse approaches, such as increasing online networks and making active 

use of a well-publicised estate website. Furthermore, the use of contemporary approaches 

may also build networks and encourage engagement with younger generations, potentially 

highlighting opportunities for estate employment and contributing to the retention of a 

young population. Such online presence may also foster a ‘sense of belonging’ to the estate 

community amongst members distributed globally, with implications for building 

understanding (cf. Fawcett and Costley, 2010) and perceptions of private landownership on 

a wider scale. Section 9.3.2 further considers the practicalities of positive approaches.  

 

Crucially, this exploration of estate-community engagement illustrates the need for a 

balance between the empowerment and disempowerment of both landowner and 

community to ensure positive interactions, successful engagement processes, and 

sustainable development. As outlined in Section 3.5.3, the literature highlights two 

pathways for community empowerment, through a process of either power devolution or 

self-mobilisation (see Conger and Kanungo, 1988; Elliot, 1999; Mohan and Stokke, 2000; 

Pieterse, 2001). The former is criticised as retaining overall power in the hands of those 

who decided to ‘devolve’. In this context, therefore, it appears that an apparently out-dated 

paternalistic power structure would be maintained between estate communities and private 

estate ownership. An alternative is that the private landowner adopts (or continues) an 

enabling role, thereby supporting the estate community in a process of self-mobilisation. 

This role would involve, as described throughout the case study findings, the provision of 

support for both commercial and residential tenancies on the estate, for community activity 

and the development of employment opportunities. Similarly, the benefits of estate-

community interaction, through mutual involvement in community groups, for example, 

might also contribute positively to community empowerment, through the development of 

community capacity with collective action. This latter pathway would also encourage the 

instigation and facilitation of estate-community engagement processes by the estate 
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community, thus potentially overcoming issues of power retention by the facilitator and 

reinforcement of the legitimacy of those in a leadership position.  

The key constraint to this theoretical position is the view of the private landowner, 

who might well be resistant to such loss of ‘control’, as illustrated in Chapter 2 (see 

Watson, 2006, for example) and the case study findings. There is also a suggestion that, 

through engagement, communities become aware of their potential capacity to change 

institutions and governance practices, therefore threatening private landownership 

(although the rate of actual change in ownership may be constrained in practice by other 

institutional forces, such as funding and policy; see MacLeod et al, 2010, Warren and 

McKee, 2011). Nonetheless, given the sustainability benefits and the potential for 

improved perceptions of landowners, the adoption or maintenance of this enabling role 

(and the inevitable compromise in control) may be the optimal route for private ownership, 

in order to avoid a complete power shift into the hands of changing rural communities.  

 

In conclusion, whilst this interpretation is based on the unique social system of the upland 

Scottish privately-owned estate and the ‘estate community’ (as defined in Chapter 6), the 

findings have broader relevance for natural resource management and the development of 

co-management approaches, where similar power struggles are enacted (see Sandström, 

2009). It also highlights issues of motivations, accountability and individual behaviour in 

social interactions, with implications, for example, for the understanding and 

encouragement of corporate social responsibility. These findings also underline the 

fundamental challenges to positive interactions and engagement approaches, which may be 

summarized as resulting from personality, a lack of communication between actors and the 

influence of power relations. 

9.3.5. Implications for policy and practice  

To maintain the interactions that contribute to estate and community sustainability, and 

encourage the ‘enabling’ role of private landownership, for example through creating 

housing and business tenancies, it is likely that targeted support mechanisms are required 

for both estate managers and community bodies. The first round of Rural Homes for Rent 

funding by the Scottish Government may be considered a good example, and further grant 

funding that encourages private landowner development and provision of community 

sustainability ‘factors’, including affordable housing, employment opportunities and 

community activity, should be encouraged by government policy. There may also be a 
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need for support for estate-community engagement processes instigated by both 

landowners and community members, for example through guidance designed specifically 

for successful approaches in the context of private, upland estates (see Glass et al., 2012b). 

Furthermore, it may be constructive to raise the profile of the range of good practice and 

contemporary approaches to estate-community communication, such as the opportunities 

through developing online links with the ‘estate community’ or involvement with 

community groups. Similarly, the encouragement of such positive interactions and 

engagement processes by the landowning representative bodies, such as SLE would also 

act as a motivating force for landowner-adoption through peer pressure. It is suggested that 

evidence of such positive approaches may be considered central to an accepted code of 

practice for estate management and may become a requirement of membership to groups 

such as SLE (Cooke, 2011).  

 

Landowners and landowning families should be encouraged to consider their succession 

plans and how best to communicate these to the estate community, in addition to other key 

estate decisions, in order to reduce community uncertainty. As the case studies indicate, 

this would ideally seek to maximise transparency in estate business functioning, in order to 

reverse negative perceptions of private landownership, and contribute to increased 

accountability. The case studies highlight the clash between pragmatic estate management 

approaches (as asserted by the landowner participants) and the reality of personal and 

family values, preferences and sentimentalities. Such a transparent approach would also 

require private landowners to reflect critically on their motivations and objectives for 

ownership, and seek to overcome tensions between the personal and practical. The 

establishment of formal ‘family councils’ may be suitable forums for such reflection under 

certain types of landownership (Raven, 2012). These findings also highlight the onus upon 

private landowners to interact closely with their ‘estate communities’, given the power of 

the community to oppose, challenge or remove property rights. It may be suggested that a 

stakeholder approach to estate-community engagement is adopted, to avoid issues of 

exclusion and bias. As outlined in the literature, all who have the power to influence, or be 

influenced by, the actions or decisions of the estate may be considered ‘stakeholders’. It is 

likely that stakeholder analysis (see Reed et al., 2009b) would contribute to the definition 

of estate community discussed in Chapter 6, and provide a framework for representative 

estate-community engagement processes.  
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Similarly, rural communities may contribute positively to estate-community interactions 

through adopting a pragmatic approach and establishing shared understandings of 

community aspirations (e.g. visions for sustainability) and expectations of interactions with 

the landowner and estate management. The identification of shared visions and 

expectations, however, may be undermined by prejudices and intra-community tensions. 

As demonstrated in the case studies, personality and relationships are key factors in the 

construction and functioning of communities, for example in the health and activity of 

community groups, central to community sustainability. In order to avoid personality and 

value clashes within the community and within estate-community engagement processes, 

the role of external facilitation may be considered. A skilled facilitator can ensure that an 

engagement process complies with best practice guidance (see Pound, 2012 for example), 

specifically regarding representation and managing expectations, which may be more 

challenging to an actor intrinsically interlinked with the either the estate or the community. 

Therefore, whilst the estate manager or factor can play a key role in generating and 

maintaining estate-community interactions through community group involvement and as a 

proactive community member, they may not be best placed to facilitate engagement 

processes, due to their positionality. There is potential, therefore, for government support 

to provide such facilitators, for example through community development workers or 

‘enablers’ (the model utilised by the Rural Housing Service).  

Indeed, the introduction of an objective agent may also provide a catalyst for 

previously missing interactions or engagement processes. Research also has a role to play, 

with the potential for participatory action research processes (see Kindon et al., 2007) to 

bring together landowners and estate communities, and further develop good practice 

engagement processes. Such research processes must be undertaken with a high level of 

awareness of changes to social interactions in the community, and the underlying agendas 

of participants, which might not be clear to a researcher undertaking a short-term study. 

The intervention of the research process may have implications for future interactions and 

initiatives, therefore reflexive, embedded and iterative research approaches are crucial (see 

Pradhan, 2008 in McIntosh, 2008). Finally, all facilitation of estate-community 

engagement must be aware of parallel processes, community expectations and other 

external influences, in order to mitigate consultation fatigue or community apathy.  
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9.4. The potential for private landowner-community 

partnerships 

9.4.1. Partnership opportunities and participant definitions  

As described in Chapter 8, case study participants confirm the existence of partnerships 

between estate and community, and the potential for further partnership-working, 

according to grounded definitions of the ‘partnership’ concept. Thus, participants identify 

partnerships including informal arrangements of estate provision of community amenities 

and services, as well as the co-management of assets with community groups. 

Furthermore, partnerships are recognised as formal business agreements and tenancies. The 

case studies also highlight several opportunities and key factors for the generation of 

successful partnerships. Firstly, there is evidence throughout the case studies of a 

breakdown of traditional hierarchies due to societal change and estate modernisation, both 

creating landowner accessibility and pragmatic estate-community interactions, for example 

through the formalising of tenancies. Both examples may be considered illustrative of 

community empowerment and a shift in power structures away from historic paternalism. 

Nonetheless, whilst this changing status is welcomed by some landowner participants, it is 

not by others, highlighting the perceived threat to private landownership through the 

current legislative framework.  

 

Furthermore, positive communication processes are considered central to partnership 

approaches. Examples from case study estates include newsletters, surgeries, open days 

and estate talks. An ‘open door’ policy is the basis for an ongoing dialogue, in addition to a 

two-way process of communication and understanding between estate and community. The 

estate community therefore have a role to play in contributing to communication processes, 

and informing the estate of community views. However, the case studies also show that 

there is a fine line between an ‘open door’ and an interfering attitude by the estate; a sense 

of healthy distance (but not remote detachment) is required to maintain the pragmatic 

relationships central to positive partnership working. Nonetheless, the proactive 

involvement by both landowner (whether resident or absentee) and estate management 

contribute positively to partnership approaches, building respect and local community 

support for estate activities. It is again recognised that the estate manager has a challenging 

role as a mediator between estate and community, given associations with both. This is 

apparently exacerbated where external estate management agencies are involved, with 
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claims on one hand that such external management contributes broader perspectives and 

expertise, whilst others believe that external management lacks the crucial motivation of 

community responsibility. Consequently, community member participants explain that 

when communicating with the estate they tend to bypass the external agent and talk 

directly to the landowner. This may be considered an arguably positive unintended 

consequence, generating landowner accessibility and greater understanding of community 

views (rather than a second-hand perspective through ‘gatekeepers’). 

 

Themes of accessibility, approachability and personality are reiterated in further 

opportunities for estate-community partnership approaches, highlighting the importance of 

the ‘face of the estate’. Perceived landowner accessibility and approachability may be 

considered an indication of increasing equality between estate and community powers, and 

the breaking down of historical class structures. However, the leitmotif of landowner and 

estate management personality again emerges as the key factor behind accessibility and 

approachability, and whether or not the landowner has the confidence to interact socially 

with the estate community, or whether estate representatives and the estate community are 

considered to share the same values and background. Fairness and pragmatism were again 

claimed to be ideal landowner attributes, in addition to a sense that they were 

‘ambassadors’ for the community and locality.  

9.4.2. Factors constraining effective estate-community partnerships  

Despite the evidence of current and potential opportunities for estate-community 

partnerships, the case studies also illustrate several key factors that constrain effective 

partnership development. These constraints include resource limitations, particularly of 

time and human capital to develop opportunities through estate-community engagement. 

Again, these constraints are interlinked with the personal characteristics of the landowner 

and estate management: in particular, whether they possess key leadership skills such as 

charisma, and how their motivations and personality are perceived by the local community. 

A key challenge to partnership working is therefore the perception of social distance 

between landowner and community, manifested in negative local perceptions.  

 Similarly, a sense of disconnection from the estate amongst the community appears 

a further constraining factor. This is revealed through a distance between the community 

and estate representatives (including owners, trustees and employees) and estate 

management decisions, leading to a perception that remote estate governance lacks 

innovation, local knowledge and accountability, and may even be incompatible with local 



Page | 256 

 

estate management approaches. Therefore estate-community partnerships are limited by a 

lack of community interaction with estate representatives, a result of estate modernisation, 

an incoming rural population and small numbers of estate tenancies, amongst other factors. 

Consequently, community members perceive that the estate and community are ‘parallel’, 

therefore limiting potential partnerships.  

 Community apathy is a further key constraint to potential partnership development. 

Estate management perceive a lack of community support for the estate, in particular from 

the incoming population who may be less aware of the estate’s activities. A low level of 

community expectations of involvement in estate management decision-making may also 

be viewed as a sign of apathy and a partnership constraint. Nonetheless, despite low 

expectations, community uncertainty regarding estate management plans and future 

landownership impede current and future partnerships. Landowner participants similarly 

express uncertainties regarding legislative change and public perceptions. Community 

members perceive the landowners to be reluctant to lose ‘control’, and perhaps lacking in 

understanding of community views; it may be suggested that the private landowners 

involved in this research do not always recognise the sense of community uncertainty and 

its implications. 

 

Fundamentally, the key constraint to estate-community partnerships, as illustrated in the 

case studies (cf. Section 8.2.4), is inequality and the disempowerment of community 

members (cf. Section 9.3.4). Such disempowerment may be partly attributed to estate 

benevolence and, despite the positive contribution that estate generosity makes to 

community sustainability, and the often altruistic motivations behind such gestures, these 

actions arguably maintain an unequal and paternalistic power structure in upland Scotland. 

Benevolence or other estate support is even considered by some to be a tactic to maintain 

community interests and avoid the challenge of accountability. Again, the overarching 

variable of landowner personality is raised as a constraint, as such support is dependent on 

the will of the landowner. Similarly, partnership approaches are limited by a perception of 

feudal attitudes and a continuing ‘laird’- community relationship, in particular maintained 

by older generations. Descriptions of an inherent social difference are believed to constrain 

partnerships through power inequalities. The power structures may be shifting, however, 

given the perceptions of accessibility, estate modernisation and wider societal and 

legislative change, not least the LRSA that has demonstrated a decisive shift of power to 

rural communities (Warren and McKee, 2011). Indeed, the case studies present evidence of 

this shift and of awareness by both community members and private landowners of the 
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opportunities to redress these power inequalities. Nonetheless, the key constraint of estate-

community partnership working is the inherently unequal power relations between 

landowners and local communities. 

9.4.3. The role of private landowners and communities: perspectives from 

partnership theory  

As defined by the participants, the case studies illustrate current and potential estate-

community partnerships, and the opportunities and constraints influencing partnership 

development. These opportunities broadly depend on the personality and motivations of 

the private landowner, and of estate representatives, especially in terms of their 

accessibility and perceived approachability by the community. In addition an on-going 

dialogue between estate and community is also a determinant, and a community 

willingness to engage with the estate. The key constraint is an unequal partnership ‘playing 

field’ between estate and community. The case study evidence illustrates that, in current or 

potential partnerships, the private landowner is likely to retain the most powerful position 

due to his/her ultimate control of the asset under consideration: “the greatest power rests 

with those controlling resources” (McQuaid, 2000: 28). For example, the landowner can 

decide whether or not to create a tenancy, even though the tenancy allows a community 

member to enter into a positive partnership with the estate which, as discussed throughout 

this chapter, contributes to estate and community sustainability. As debates surrounding 

land availability presented in the case studies illustrate, there is a polarisation between 

landowners and communities regarding this power balance.  

These findings also confirm the tension between private landowners and 

communities regarding the power shift generated with the LRSA, and the power of 

property rights more generally. However, given the evolutionary rather than revolutionary 

uptake of full community powers with the LRSA (Warren and McKee, 2011), there is also 

scope for further investigation of the potential for shared management and ownership 

mechanisms. Furthermore, as explained by the ‘power philosopher’ Foucault, power may 

always be considered asymmetrical and roles can be reversed (Fillingham, 1993), as shown 

by the re-emphasis of community rights. Therefore it may be argued that the power 

relations of private landowners and communities are continually re-negotiated, through the 

interactions and engagement processes investigated through the case studies. It is crucial 

for both parties to initiate, facilitate and maintain these processes and adopt good practice.  
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The case studies provide evidence which supports some elements of the theoretical 

discussion on the partnership approach, outlined in Section 3.6. For example, McQuaid 

(2000) highlights the potential for partnerships to create positive perceptions and erode 

partner stereotypes. This is evident in the case studies, and may be considered self-

reinforcing, due to the need to remove stereotypes and hierarchies, and for landowner and 

estate management accessibility and approachability, for estate-community partnerships to 

be encouraged. Consequently, it appears that partnership development encourages further 

breakdown of social distance between the estate and the community, and may contribute to 

improving the local and national perceptions of private landowners. Furthermore, the 

benefits to both estate and community sustainability identified in the case studies (for 

example through supporting employment opportunities and community activity), 

correspond with the motivations for partnership development as compiled by Scott (2012; 

see also Barker, 2005). Similarly, some community and estate representative participants 

believe that estate efficiency is maximised with the creation of tenancies, a formalised 

partnership model, providing economic gains for the estate and community.  

 

However, the suggestion that mutual benefit may be gained by investment in the 

partnership from all partners (see Slee et al., 2009; Scott, 2012) can be contested in the 

context of private estate-community arrangements. It may be inferred that a ‘genuine’ 

partnership approach is unlikely to occur, since the estate (and landowner) will invest more 

in capital terms than the community, and therefore will be disempowered through the loss 

of control of an asset, and the benefits of private ownership. As the community do not have 

‘ownership’ of the asset, they are not investing a financial stake in the partnership (unlike 

the landowner and estate business). However, the community’s efforts in terms of human 

capital must not be dismissed, and it is likely that such community action would lead to 

community empowerment. Furthermore, it may be suggested that, given the challenges to 

private property rights and benefits, not least through all parts of the LRSA (see also 

Section 2.6), in the long term a partnership approach may be imperative for private 

landowners in order to retain ownership and a stake in the management of their resource. It 

can be assumed that the development and promotion of estate-community partnerships 

would increase the accountability of private landowners, granting shared benefits for estate 

communities and their sustainability, in addition to providing public goods. Therefore the 

role of the private landowner as a partner with the estate community may be proposed as 

re-legitimising the influential role of private landownership in rural, upland Scotland in the 

21
st
 century.  
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9.4.4. The application and relevance of Habermas’ Theory of 

Communicative Action 

Habermas advocated Communicative Action as a route to halting the crises of modernity. 

Allmendinger (2009) and Healey (2003) (amongst others; see Section 3.6.4) have 

considered the applicability of Habermas’ theory in localised and ‘grounded’ situations 

such as collaborative and deliberative planning processes. This section considers the novel 

application of the Theory of Communicative Action in the setting of private landownership 

and estate communities where communicative practices are frequently advocated as a 

pathway towards mutual benefits (i.e. of sustainability). Drawing upon extant theory in this 

way departs from Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) but is useful in revealing 

critical insights that are not explicit in the data and for introducing generalizations that are 

consistent with other studies and contexts. 

 

Two key points arise from adopting this particular theoretical perspective. Firstly the role 

of the private landowner may be conceptualised by Habermas’ description of the system 

and lifeworld, in turn illustrating the challenges facing private landowners in contributing 

to community sustainability and securing legitimacy. Secondly the challenges to positive 

interaction identified in the case studies correspond with the barriers to Communicative 

Action highlighted by Habermas (1973; 1981) and critics of his theory (Scott, 1995; 

Harvey Brown and Goodman, 2001; Delanty, 2005; Healey, 2006; Allmendinger, 2009). 

These barriers include challenges to the ideal speech situation due to power relations and 

the ‘dismantling’ of the public sphere through the domination by publicity and ‘PR’ rather 

than genuine communication (see Habermas, 1991 in Fast, 2013). The following section 

considers whether this theoretical perspective provides new insights into the case study 

data, for instance in identifying the ‘political ought’ in the case of Scottish private 

landownership (cf. Fast, 2013). The common thread of progress towards greater 

democracy, equality and empowerment encourages this comparison.  

9.4.4.1. A Habermasian perspective on estate-community engagement and the role of 

the private landowner 

Firstly, the grounded research findings presented in previous chapters are consistent with 

the structure of communication processes discussed by Habermas (and further debated by 

Healey and Allmendinger), and the goal of ‘mutual understanding’. Estate-community 

interaction, engagement and partnership working, as detailed, may be categorised by the 

differentiation of Communicative Action and Strategic Action (see Figure 3.6.4, Section 
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3.6.4). Table 9.4.4.1 presents case study examples that illustrate the contribution of 

Habermas’ differentiation, providing an interpretation of the underlying motivations and 

likely outcomes of communication processes between private landowners, estate 

management and rural communities. This interpretation also demonstrates the extent to 

which the current reality of communicative interaction on the case study estates falls short 

of Habermas’ ideal. 

Table 9.4.4.1 Case study examples categorised by Habermas’ Theory of Communicative Action 

Communication type 

according to 

Habermas:  

(after Habermas 

1981; pg. 285) 

Communication example (Section, 

Case Study) 

Categorisation detail 

Communicative 

Action 

 

Community involvement in 

identifying housing need and 

community planning exercises co-

organised by estate and community 

groups (Section 7.2.2, A01). 

Mutual understanding 

sought on identifying 

housing need and 

development planning, 

with all actors 

represented and able to 

express their views 

through participatory 

process. 

Between 

Communicative 

Action and 

Instrumental Action 

Estate housing tenants complain of 

property disrepair, and estate 

managers explain the difficult task of 

prioritising housing maintenance 

(Section 7.2.2, A02 and A05) 

Instrumental Action if 

estate management does 

not explain prioritisation 

system to tenants; 

Communicative Action if 

explained and tenants are 

also able to express their 

views.  

Between 

Communicative 

Action and Strategic 

Action 

The commitment of the estate 

manager to the community council 

and other groups (Section 7.4.2, A04) 

Depends on specific 

communication examples 

(projects/issues) whether 

membership is motivated 

by estate or community 

interests. However, it 

does strengthen the 

public sphere. 

Strategic Action – 

Systematically 

Distorted 

Communication  

- Private landowner approached and 

gained approval from several key 

community actors regarding housing 

development (Section 7.2.2, A03);  

- A polarised debate around access to 

land resulted in the formation of a 

community land reform group. 

However, the inaugural meeting was 

not public and no members of estate 

management were invited (Section 

7.2.2, A04) 

Lack of open public 

sphere and ideal speech 

situation, therefore not 

all views/arguments 

considered.  

 

 

 

 

 

                    Continued… 
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- The landowner’s close working 

relationship with crofting tenants, 

contrasted with non-crofters 

perception of closed attitude to 

business ideas held by landowner 

(Section 7.4.2, A06); 

Community perceptions that more 

articulate, incoming people are more 

likely to attend estate-community 

consultation events than longer-term 

residents (Section 7.4.2, A01). 

Strategic Action – 

Manipulation 

Estate-community engagement and 

support (e.g. through financial 

donations or ‘charm’) motivated by 

protection of personal/business 

interests (by both estate and 

community) (Section 8.2.4; A02 and 

A06 

Financial gifts reinforce 

power relations and may 

be considered conscious 

distortion of 

communication, similar 

to flattery or coercion, 

both strategic measures 

designed for success 

rather than understanding 

(see Fast, 2013).  

 

In the second point of correspondence, Habermas’ colonization thesis may be used to 

explain the role of private landowners, and the importance of community engagement, in 

contributing positively to both estate and community sustainability. In this analysis, the 

institution of private landownership may be considered the ‘system’ and the socially-

constructed concept of the ‘estate community’ as ‘lifeworld’. As the research findings 

demonstrate, private landowners and estate communities are to a great extent dependent on 

each other for their sustainable development, as are the system and lifeworld in Habermas’ 

deliberations. Nonetheless, the often powerful systemic and unaccountable elements of 

private landownership (as distinct from the individual landowners who may be considered 

actors in the lifeworld), encroach into and undermine the functions of the lifeworld. One 

example may be the high price of land, which contributes to a lack of affordable housing 

provision; another, a reduction in tenancy availability due to concerns of legislation 

increasing tenants’ rights to buy (Scottish Land & Estates, 2013). An interpretation of the 

system and lifeworld in the context of private landownership and estate community is 

illustrated in Figure 9.4.4.1. 
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Figure 9.4.4.1:  An interpretation of Habermas’ system and lifeworld in the context of private landownership 

and rural estate communities  

 

In this conceptualisation, the private landowner is ‘torn’ between the responsibilities and 

requirements of both the system and the lifeworld. As Habermas explains: 

“Steering crises in the economic or bureaucratic sub-systems are avoided by 

colonizing the lifeworld which increases personal alienation, fragmentation of 

identity and the unsettling of democratic solidarities” (Habermas, 1987 in Harvey 

Brown and Goodman, 2001: 212).  

This theoretical perspective thus suggests that the private landowner is currently occupying 

an uncomfortable position between the system (i.e. their commercial business and 

associated bureaucracy) and the lifeworld (i.e. the estate community, including its culture 

and community cohesion). The landowner may be subject to the ‘fragmentation of identity’ 

as Habermas surmises, and as demonstrated in the case studies. For example, where 

landownership is in the form of a company or trust, legal requirements and bureaucratic 

arrangements shape the parameters of estate business functioning despite reported 

landowner wishes, or where these ‘system’ requirements are detrimental to the estate 

community. A key example is the complexity of asset transfer within a company structure; 

landowners explained that their ability to simply donate land to the community was legally 
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constrained, despite their personal goals for community development. However, this 

constraint was apparently little understood or accepted by some community participants, 

who asserted that such complexities conceal motivations of personal interest by the 

landowner, thus reducing accountability (see Section 7.2.2). In order to overcome this 

personal fragmentation and the negative perceptions held by community members, it 

appears that actors must seek to lessen the domination of the system over the lifeworld, 

through reaching mutual understanding and attempting Communicative Action. 

 

Indeed ‘familial-vocational privatism’ is a key motivation in the system, according to 

Habermas (1973: 75), so that a motivation crisis (which forms the basis for a legitimation 

crisis) may occur where system changes lead to dysfunctional output for the state and 

‘system of social labour’ (Habermas, 1973: 74-5). It may be argued that private 

landowners in Scotland are currently undergoing a motivation crisis, due to the tensions 

arising from being simultaneously situated in both the system and the lifeworld - 

demonstrated by their parallel, and at times conflicting, responsibilities to both estate 

business and estate community - and in turn are threatened by a legitimation crisis. This 

crisis is reinforced by the land reform movement, which undermines their traditional 

sources of power and legitimacy (cf. Newby, 1978; Morris, 1989).  Consequently, it may 

be suggested that the challenge for the private landowner is to negotiate the tension 

between the system and lifeworld, in order to ensure the sustainability of their estate 

business and the estate community, through minimising the colonization of the lifeworld 

by the system. This challenge may necessitate the development of relational resources 

within the estate community (including the landowner and estate managers, and in turn 

contributing to institutional capacity), through personal interaction and engagement (cf. 

Healey et al., 2003; 2009). Striving for Communicative Action would contribute positively 

to minimising the colonization, and arguably also to building landowner legitimacy as an 

actor in the public sphere required to provide validity claims rather than asserting power 

through unaccountable steering mechanisms.  

9.4.4.2. Communicative Action barriers and constraints to partnership working 

Within this exploration of theory, the constraints to partnership working illustrated in the 

case studies (cf. Section 9.4.2) correspond with many of the barriers to and criticisms of 

Communicative Action (cf. 3.6.4). Partnership constraints include resource and skill 

limitations, disconnection and apathy, uncertainty, inequality and power relations. In 

particular, partnership working was considered to be inhibited by the time and level of 
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effort required, the practical and personal ability necessary to lead or participate in 

engagement/partnership processes, and the characteristics of both landowner and 

community as leaders and participants in partnership processes. These perceived 

constraints relate closely to the recognition, by critics of Communicative Action, of the 

level of resource intensity, the lack of understanding and experience of its practical 

application, and the varying ability of actors to engage in communication platforms (cf. 

Delanty, 2005; Dryzek, 1990 in Allmendinger; Fast, 2013). Furthermore, while the level of 

community expectation of involvement and estate interaction on one hand indicates 

community apathy, on the other hand it may lead to opportunities for mutual benefit and 

reaching mutual understanding, through the convergence of expectations of both actors 

(see Dryzek, 1990 in Allmendinger, 2009). 

 

Nonetheless, the case studies illustrate the challenge of social distance, separation due to 

modernisation and development, and the different perspectives on successful partnership 

working held by different fractions of the estate community. Habermas and other 

commentators also highlight the constraint to Communicative Action of disparate and 

diverse cultural communities, where a ‘stable communicative consensus’ is constrained by 

cultural differences and political hostility (Healey, 2009: 54). Validity claims and ways of 

reasoning are socially constructed, according to Habermas and Healey, through interaction 

and debate in the public sphere. However, this is threatened where participants are unable 

to recognise or respect different claims to knowledge (Healey, 2009; Leeuwis, 2004), for 

example, between ‘locals’ and ‘incomers’ in the case study communities, or between 

private landowners and (fractions of) estate communities. It may be argued that 

communities (including all who have a stake in the locality or social action) must “work 

out collaboratively how to give validity and priority to different claims in order to work out 

what action, if any, to take in a particular contested situation” (Healey, 2009: 52). This 

process of ‘reflexive dialogue’ in turn requires trust and must be based in honesty, 

sincerity, and openness to diverse viewpoints and available knowledge, in order to 

‘transcend the relativism of different perspectives’ (see Habermas, 1981; Healey, 2009: 

53). Given the apparent embedded differences between the different cultural communities 

within the estate case studies, these ideals may be difficult to implement in politically 

sensitive situations, such as land use change and development. However, they may be 

considered a framework for estate-community interaction, towards partnership working 

and sustainability, given the recognition of and potential to overcome issues of community 

(dis)cohesion. 
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However, a further criticism of Communicative Action Theory is that it is at once the 

solution and the problem – where a lack of communication has resulted in a conflict or 

modernist ‘pathology’, the solution cannot simply be Communicative Action, without 

greater understanding of the reasons behind the original lack of interaction (Leeuwis, 

2004). In the case studies, uncertainty (due to lack of communication) and negative 

perceptions were noted as barriers to partnership working, as well as a lack of community 

involvement in decision-making and a perceived lack of accountability by the estate. These 

barriers may not be resolved through attempting Communicative Action, as they may 

derive from deeper-rooted reasons for earlier communication break-downs and the 

generation of negative perceptions. Developing greater understanding of these underlying 

issues may lead to more productive communication processes. Habermas also advises that: 

“negotiation of definitions of the situation is an essential element of the interpretative 

accomplishments required for communicative action” (1981: 286). Thus, in establishing 

the reasons behind non-engagement, an understanding of the similarities and differences in 

problem definition between participants is necessary, as exemplified in these research 

findings through emerging definitions of ‘sustainable estate’ and ‘sustainable rural estate 

community development’ (cf. Section 6.3.4). 

 

One key reason for the lack of previous progress towards Communicative Action may be 

the distorting influence of power relations, clearly evident in the case studies. For example, 

partnership working was apparently limited by perceptions of landowner inaction, 

absenteeism, the persistence of feudal attitudes, and negative paternalistic relationships. 

Private landowners were reported to undertake genuine community engagement due to the 

wish to retain ‘control’, whilst simultaneously being influenced in their estate management 

by external forces. These practical barriers are conceptualised by Habermas and other 

commentators as distortion of the public sphere, leading to strategic or instrumental action, 

but halting the opportunity for Communicative Action. In these examples, it is also evident 

that, where distortion is concealed (either consciously or unconsciously; cf. Figure 3.6.4, 

Section 3.6.4), inequalities are reinforced and negative perceptions fostered between 

participants. For example, one barrier to partnership working revealed by the case studies 

was landowner benevolence, as it was perceived as not always motivated by altruism (even 

when this is the stated aim of the landowner), but instead as a strategy to protect current 

and potential business interests. Similarly, community engagement was at times considered 

‘stage managed’ to best meet estate needs. However, it was also suggested that community 
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members provided a ‘lack of honest answers’ to estate managers (cf. Section 8.2.3), 

thereby compromising the potential for Communicative Action where truthfulness is 

absent in validity claims. It may be argued that non-engagement, or the lack of acceptance 

of the principles of Communicative Action by participants is a further mechanism by 

which to distort the public sphere. 

Despite this example, there appear few opportunities for community-led power 

rebalancing in communication processes, because alternative sources of community 

empowerment in partnerships between private landowners and rural communities are 

limited. As discussed in Section 3.5.3, routes for community empowerment rely on power 

devolution or self-mobilisation, and may be supported by asset ownership (Skerratt, 2011). 

The case studies illustrate that partnerships are unlikely to be between equal parties, and 

therefore the ideal speech situation may be impossible to achieve. Landownership will 

inevitably distort Communicative Action attempts where the focus of public discourse is 

under the control of the landowner. 

9.4.4.3. Wider relevance of research findings 

This theoretical perspective points to the wider relevance of these research findings, in 

particular regarding universal themes of participation and power. Participation in 

communicative processes is central to social reproduction and the overcoming of 

pathologies. There is a need for innovative methods and for the incorporation of lessons 

learnt from ‘post-participation’ (cf. Reed, 2008) to avoid distortion of the public sphere by 

power and issues of capacity, and to enable those from different cultural communities to 

adopt shared values and visions (Powell, 2013). These principles are transferable to any 

case of governance influenced by power relations, and to situations where cultural and 

moral discourses are integrated with capitalist economics. Furthermore, this research and 

theoretical perspective offer insights to other business models (not necessarily rural), 

where employers and employees can benefit from greater interaction to increase 

transparency and accountability, thereby contributing to positive outcomes for both the 

system (the business and its economic viability) – overcoming crises of legitimation and 

motivation – and for the lifeworld of the individual employee, workplace community and 

wider society. This corresponds to the rise to prominence of ‘corporate social 

responsibility’ and calls for ‘capitalism with a conscience’, for example in the cases of the 

global banking crisis and environmental destruction instigated by large corporations. As 

the microcosm of the Scottish private estate illustrates, a capitalist system which does not 

incorporate the views of all those with a stake in the enterprise (i.e. managers, employees, 
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communities of place and wider society) threatens its sustainability through crises of 

legitimacy and permitting the colonization of the lifeworld by the system. As Habermas 

explains, the system is unable to take over the cultural functions of the lifeworld despite its 

infiltration, leading to the failure of social reproduction and relational bonds, and the 

emergence of social pathologies (Habermas, 1973; 1981). Everyday practices of 

communication and engagement in processes of mutual understanding (with the goal of 

Communicative Action) therefore appear to play a key role in the ‘emancipatory project’, 

as exemplified in these research findings. 

 

Similarly, this research is relevant for other systems of land ownership and management 

within Scotland, the UK and internationally. NGO landowners in Scotland have at times 

been accused of failing to communicate their management strategies effectively to the 

people who live and work on their land (Mc Morran and Glass, 2013), and they could 

benefit from adopting the participatory, partnership-orientated, goal of Communicative 

Action, in order to remedy this. The principles of good practice derived from this research 

and underpinned by Habermas’ theory may also provide a framework for ‘reflexive 

dialogue’ and monitoring for use by community landowners, as similar constraints of 

power relations and lack of communication have been reported by recent studies (Mc 

Morran and Scott,  2013). Internationally, it is likely that these research findings and their 

implications for the governance and sustainability of landownership and for community 

empowerment will apply to similar systems of private landownership in developed 

countries, such as Spain and Portugal
19

. Similarly, there are relevant lessons for the 

management of collective land tenure systems, including different cultural communities, 

such as First Nations, and communal institutions in Norway and France. As Healey 

summarises: 

“The dilemmas of co-existence in shared spaces present starkly both the need for 

effective governance mechanisms, and the problems of devising them [through 

‘sustainable institutional design’]…If we lose faith in our governance mechanisms, 

these conflicts will be resolved by the power of money and landownership.” 

(Healey, 2006: 201) 

 

                                                      
19

 In Spain, large landholdings are managed as private sporting estates similar to Scotland (Delibes-Mateos 

and Arroyo, 2012) as in Portugal where private forestry is a significant land use (Feliciano and Mendes, 

2011). 
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In conclusion, whilst no new formal theory emerges from these research findings, the case 

study evidence substantiates concepts including the estate community, estate sustainability, 

and the opportunities and barriers to partnership working. Furthermore, the incorporation 

of formal theory as a novel perspective from which to explore the research aims is fruitful 

in underpinning the case for estate-community engagement and partnership working, due 

to the relevance of Habermas’ democratic discourse.  

 

9.4.5. Implications for policy and practice 

Given the benefits and apparent motivations for the development of partnership approaches 

between private estates and rural communities, there is an opportunity for government 

support to maximise the opportunities for sustainability. For example, there is a clear role 

for external assistance in ensuring that the ‘nuts and bolts’ of partnership working (in 

addition to estate-community engagement processes) are in place, such as the time 

available for the key actors to identify and develop partnership opportunities. This may 

again be supported through external facilitation, or perhaps through financial support to 

‘kick-start’ opportunities. Similarly, the development and promotion of specific guidance 

for landowners, estate managers and community members would also contribute positively 

to the operationalizing of partnership approaches (see Glass et al., 2012, for example). 

Reluctant landowners of certain personality types or apathetic community members may 

be incentivised to develop estate-community partnerships with the promotion of ‘peer 

successes’, and evidence of positive impacts, for example through the development of 

sustainability indicator sets (see Glass, 2011) and economic assessments. 

 

The government may also support partnership approaches through recognition of the 

positive impact of existing partnerships, and incorporate this alongside the forthcoming 

review of the LRSA. New approaches may be developed to assist in estate-community 

partnership development, as a midway governance situation between the polarised 

positions of private or community ownership. Indeed, several estates are now owned and 

managed by partnerships involving local people and national conservation organisations, 

notably the John Muir Trust (Warren and McKee, 2011). Support is also required in order 

to overcome barriers to tenancies and joint enterprises (including the uncertainty of 

legislative change and taxation levels), therefore building in flexibility in ownership 

mechanisms that encourage shared management and equity. Such support could contribute 

positively to the UK government’s localism agenda, and the Scottish Government’s 



Page | 269 

 

community empowerment focus (cf. Section 3.5.3). In particular, there is an emphasis on 

involving the private sector in community development processes (given associated 

financial assistance), and creating institutional capacity to work with ‘enabled 

communities’ (see Skerratt, 2010). It would seem that estate-community partnerships 

correspond with these goals, and therefore would be eligible for government assistance; 

one key challenge, however, is the negative perceptions of private landownership held by 

the public, the media and certain political classes. There may be a reluctance to provide 

support to private landowners where it is perceived that estate businesses and wealthy 

landowners are gaining from further taxpayer assistance. This reinforces the need for 

further investigation into the impact of partnerships and their contribution to sustainable 

rural development, in order to inform public and political perceptions. 

 

Similarly, private landowners may be encouraged to consider the possibility of formalising 

community engagement processes through the development of novel partnerships within 

the estate business or of developing share-holding schemes (see Figure 9.4.1). The latter 

option would involve community members investing a financial stake (either personally or 

within a representative body) in the estate business (or part of the business), therefore 

having the right to contribute to decision-making processes, as is standard with any 

company share-holding scheme. There are probable financial benefits to the estate business 

with the support of shareholder investments, which can be used to develop further income 

streams, and underpin estate economic sustainability. However, a shift to estate share-

holding schemes may lead to an altered taxation environment, which may not be so 

favourable for privately-owned estates, for example through the introduction of business 

rates payable on estate companies, or land value taxation (see Wightman, 2010). 

Furthermore, landowners may be reluctant to enter into share-holding schemes that would 

result in a loss of personal or family control of the estate business, as illustrated in the case 

studies. Similarly, this approach would require community capacity and pragmatism, 

including the removal of prejudices and a dependency culture held by the community on 

the estate. Finally, it follows on that private landownership may be disempowered with a 

partnership approach that contributes to community empowerment; however this act of 

power-sharing may be considered the most legitimate role for the private landowner in 

Scottish society today.  
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Figure 9.4.1 A spectrum of engagement approaches (after Glass et al., 2012). 

9.5. Conclusion: the role of the private landowner in facilitating 

sustainable rural estate communities in upland Scotland 

This thesis has investigated the socio-economic aspects of Scottish upland estate 

management, and the implications for ‘estate communities’. It provides a novel 

contribution to current understandings of the inter-connections and dynamics between 

private landowners and the communities who live and work on their land, updating work 

undertaken prior to the LRSA. The thematic analysis and interpretation of the detailed case 

study data illuminate the objectives, motivations and management styles of private 

landowners, as well as the threats and opportunities facing upland rural communities. 

Subsequently, grounded definitions of ‘estate community’, ‘sustainable rural estate 

community’ and ‘sustainable estate’ have been developed from the perspective of the 

private landowners, estate management and rural community members involved in the case 

studies. As estates and communities share many of the key factors contributing to and 

constraining sustainable development, shared approaches and positive interactions appear 

crucial to both.  

 

An evaluation of the interactions between estates and communities, in addition to 

processes of estate-community engagement and the potential for partnership working, 

highlights the role of the contemporary private landowner and the fundamental importance 

of private estate-community relationship. This reflection is underpinned by the theoretical 

perspective of Habermas, highlighting the opportunities to overcome the documented 
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constraints to Communicative Action. From an applied and theoretical perspective, case 

study evidence emphasizes the range of contemporary roles for the private landowner, 

given the threats and changes to this dominant force in upland Scotland. These roles, their 

motivations and the impact on the power balance with estate communities are presented in 

Table 9.5.1. It is clear that the contemporary private landowner can fulfil a significant 

positive role in facilitating sustainable rural estate communities, with recognition of the 

mutual benefits to both estate and community, and with appropriate support from 

government policy. The final chapter further considers the role of the private landowner in 

sustainable estate-community engagement and partnership working, presenting principles 

of best practice and suggesting appropriate support mechanisms for all actors in the public 

sphere surrounding private landownership in Scotland. 

 

Table 9.5.1 The range of roles of the contemporary private landowner in upland Scotland, within the 

framework suggested by Geddes (see Porritt, 2004). 
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Chapter 10. Conclusions and further work 

10.1. Introduction 

Through an exploration of six, upland, privately-owned estates in Scotland and their 

associated ‘estate communities’, this thesis explores fundamental questions about the 

rights, roles and responsibilities of private landownership. It also highlights issues of the 

legitimacy of this influential rural institution and its governance approaches. The research 

illustrates the current (and potential) contribution of private landownership in promoting 

community sustainability, whilst also highlighting the challenges and constraints to 

meeting this potential. Fundamentally, this is a study of processes of human interactions, 

communication, social capital and power negotiations. Incorporating a Habermasian 

perspective highlights the importance of the principles of Communicative Action for 

landowner legitimacy and sustainable estate community development.  

 This final chapter briefly summarises the research, reiterating the key findings and 

their implications for landowners, managers, rural communities and policy makers. 

Further, it reflects on the wider implications of these research findings in the context of the 

paradigms of post-participation and sustainable development, and proposes some ‘best 

practice’ recommendations, underpinned by Habermas’ theory. Finally, the limitations of 

this research are highlighted and the potential for future research outlined. 

10.2. Summary of the study 

This thesis has the overall aim of exploring the role of the contemporary private landowner 

in facilitating sustainable rural communities; its rationale derives from fundamental 

changes in the socio-economic and cultural composition of rural spaces, through trends of 

counterurbanisation and post-productivism (Stockdale et al., 2000; Mather et al., 2006; 

Lowe, 2006). Furthermore, significant change to the legislative environment have caused 

shifts to traditional power balances and hierarchies, most crucially via the LRSA (Bryden 

and Geisler, 2007; Warren and McKee, 2011). The rights of the rural community have 

come to the fore; indeed, forthcoming legislation seeks to ‘empower’ communities 

(Scottish Government, 2012). Nonetheless, the power of private landowners continues, and 

as it is they have a significant role to play in promoting sustainable development given 

their level of resource control (Price et al., 2002; Warren, 2009). This research seeks to 

address the gap in knowledge regarding the perceived contemporary relationship and 
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power balance between private landownership and rural communities, and to identify the 

opportunities and threats of partnership working between estates and communities, 

including the importance of positive engagement processes. 

 The research aims were investigated through a grounded methodology 

incorporating scoping interviews with expert commentators, subsequently informing the 

design of a large-scale questionnaire survey and a series of case studies undertaken through 

an ethnographic approach. Case study data was triangulated through the utilisation of 

household community surveys, in-depth semi-structured interviews and reflexive 

participatory observation. Iterative thematic analysis of all qualitative data sources drew 

out the key themes and interconnections central to the research questions. Post-analysis 

review of critical theory contributed further insights to the case study data and its wider 

significance. 

 

The key outcomes include a refinement of definitions of sustainability in the context of 

private, upland estates and estate communities, from lay perspectives and an indication of 

the key ‘interaction arenas’ central to the relationship between estate and community. 

Through an evaluation of estate-community interactions, positive and negative approaches 

to estate-community engagement may be recognised, in addition to the opportunities and 

threats of estate-community partnerships. Overall, the case study data suggest three likely, 

current, roles for contemporary private landownership in facilitating community 

sustainability: contributor, enabler and partner to the estate community. Each role results in 

a shift in power relations between estate and community, which it is proposed may be best 

undertaken through positive processes of engagement consistent with the principles of 

Communicative Action. With community empowerment, private landowner 

disempowerment is inevitable. However, in order to reduce the threat of ‘social ownership’ 

to private property rights (Warren 1999; Maitland, 2009; McKee and Warren, 2011), it 

seems imperative that private landownership embraces the roles identified. From a 

theoretical perspective, the role of the landowner appears to be to negotiate between the 

systemic requirements of estate management (i.e. its governance structure, economic 

viability, etc.) and the social action (and capital) of the lifeworld (i.e. the estate 

community) (cf. Habermas, 1973; 1981). 
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10.3. Key findings 

This research outlines the key factors for estate and community sustainability, and key 

constraints, as described by those who live and work on six estates. Refined definitions of 

the contemporary ‘estate community’ have implications for wider sustainable land use and 

community development. Crucially, these definitions include many shared factors of 

sustainability and unsustainability, highlighting the interconnections between estate and 

estate community sustainability. One key factor regards access to resources, and crucially, 

land, due to the opportunities to develop housing and employment opportunities. As the 

case studies illustrate, within systems of private landownership these key decisions rest 

with a diverse group of individuals. Therefore, the influence of individual personalities, 

behaviour and decision-making may be considered underlying drivers of sustainability and 

unsustainability, and a key challenge to sustainable land use policy development. 

 

The case studies also show the changing composition of rural communities and a 

restructuring of rural power relations, increasing the complexity of defining the 

contemporary ‘estate community’ (see Liepins, 2000a), and therefore approaches to 

effective community engagement. While the emerging definition shows the extent of 

influence by the private landowner over the community, incoming populations may 

introduce new knowledge types and question the legitimacy of the power of the private 

landowner. The case studies also illustrate the impact of an incoming population on 

community cohesion, and the threat of community tensions to sustainability, for instance, 

the failure of different cultural communities to identify shared interests and seek 

consensus. A further key factor common to both estate and community is the need for 

estate-community relations and engagement, illustrating the importance of positive 

interactions and engagement approaches (Richards et al., 2004; Stirling, 2006; Reed, 

2008), and similarly, Communicative Action (Habermas, 1981). Estate-community 

interactions arise around the concepts that bound the estate community (from which the 

definition may be derived). These ‘interaction arenas’ also illustrate the key role of the 

estate in promoting community sustainability, in particular around housing, employment, 

and community spirit and cohesion. 

 

An evaluation of these interactions and their impacts provides insights into positive and 

negative approaches to estate-community engagement. Positive approaches rely on 

community involvement by estate management, maximising direct contact and 
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communication, community consultation by the estate, collaboration and a proactive 

approach to gain mutual benefits, as well as open and friendly attitudes towards estate-

community engagement processes. From the Habermasian perspective, these approaches 

support the functions of the lifeworld and, in turn, encourage Communicative Action. 

Negative approaches are typically the result of a lack of communication, a lack of adaptive 

capacity by both estate and community, negative perceptions of private landownership held 

by community members, and constraining personality traits of private landowners and 

estate representatives, which do not encourage community engagement. Furthermore, the 

perceived bias of private landowners and estate representatives can lead to issues of 

representation in estate-community engagement processes. These negative approaches 

correspond with the barriers to Communicative Action anticipated by Habermas and critics 

of his theory, and illustrate the tendency to Strategic Action in order to meet individual 

goals (cf. Dryzek, 1990 in Allmendinger, 2009). 

 

Case study investigations also provide insights into the potential for estate-community 

partnerships and the opportunities for mutual benefits from partnership approaches, the key 

factors required, and forces acting against successful partnerships. The factors that promote 

partnerships include the reduction and removal of traditional social hierarchies, landowner 

accessibility (again dependent on personality) and pragmatic estate-community 

interactions. These partnerships are also encouraged through positive communication 

processes, an ‘open door’ policy and proactive involvement creating linking capital (and 

relational resources) between estate and community. However, potential partnerships are 

challenging to instigate and maintain due to resource limitations, personal characteristics of 

private landowner and estate management (including confidence and leadership skills, if 

leading the partnership), and crucially a perceived social distance between estate and 

community, contributing to negative perceptions of local and national private 

landownership. Therefore a key constraint to partnership approaches is a sense of 

disconnection from the estate by the community, due to factors including remote estate 

governance, a lack of estate-community interaction, an incoming rural population and a 

small number of estate tenancies, in addition to community apathy.  

 

Finally, a fundamental constraint to such partnerships may be summarised as inequality, 

with associated community disempowerment (confirming the assertions of McQuaid, 

2000, for instance). It is proposed that partnership approaches between private estates and 

communities may be seen to re-legitimise private landownership in Scotland, through 
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contributing to community empowerment and the provision of public goods. This 

proposition is confirmed from the Habermasian perspective, but power distortion remains a 

central barrier to Communicative Action. Indeed, it may be argued that Habermas’ ideas 

represent idealistic and unrealistic aspirations, which are never going to materialise in 

practice. Nonetheless, this thesis does provide substantive theory on the ‘political ought’, 

perceived as lacking in Habermas’ deliberations (Fast, 2013). Thus, these case study 

findings and their implications underpin the direction of travel in the era of post-

participation, in particular that the democratic and emancipatory project relies on 

inclusionary, equal and reasoned debate and discussion between actors in an open public 

sphere. 

 

An overall key finding arising from this investigation is that private landowners can (and 

should) play a range of roles in facilitating sustainable rural communities. These include 

the roles of ‘contributor’, promoting community sustainability through estate support (both 

financial and in-kind) for community activities and development, and ‘enabler’, for 

example through encouraging community enterprise development and affordable housing, 

contributing to community capacity building and reducing the community’s sense of 

dependency on the estate. A third role is that of ‘partner’ to the community, for example 

through developing partnership opportunities in terms of asset co-management, joint 

estate-community ventures and shared equity schemes. These novel partnership approaches 

have been little explored in the academic literature, although underway in practice (see 

Warren, 2009; Warren and McKee 2011). Each role implies a negotiation of power 

between the landowner and community, and it is likely that, with increasing public 

acceptance of partnership approaches, and associated landowner role, community 

empowerment will be promoted. However, it may be argued that concurrent landowner 

disempowerment is a ‘price worth paying’ by Scottish private landowners to avoid further 

land reform drives and the significant undermining of private property rights. The adoption 

of this role by private landowners is likely to have considerable benefits for estate 

community sustainability, especially by increasing community involvement in the key 

resource of land. Furthermore, based on Habermas’ theory, and as mentioned, the private 

landowner has a key role to play in negotiating the tension between the system (of the 

estate and external pressures) and lifeworld (of the estate community), the sustainability of 

which is reliant on Communicative Action, or at least genuine attempts towards its 

achievement. Estate community empowerment is again the ideal result, as the lifeworld 
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counteracts the infiltration of the system, but consequently, the power of the estate 

business ‘system’ and landowner privatism is likely to be diminished. 

10.4. Implications and recommendations for best practice 

As detailed in Chapter 9, the key findings of this research have implications for the range 

of participant groups, national-level policy development, and the paradigms of post-

participation and sustainable development. In summary, it seems imperative for private 

landowners to critically reflect on their motivations for ownership and facilitate genuine 

engagement and partnership processes with estate communities, in order to promote both 

estate and community sustainability, and re-legitimise the rights of private ownership. 

Furthermore, rural ‘estate communities’ must be encouraged to develop joint visions and 

overcome issues of cohesion with changing community compositions, and be supported to 

generate pragmatic and professional engagement and partnership approaches with private 

estates, through the building of community capacity and attitudes of proactivity. These 

needs for community capacity building and generation of support mechanisms for estate-

community engagement may be addressed by public agencies, local authorities and even 

action researchers. These findings illustrate the importance of models of estate-community 

engagement and partnership working that can overcome the ‘personality factor’, for 

example through skilled facilitation and diverse engagement opportunities that encourage 

representation, and avoid exclusion. 

 

The case studies illustrate that policy development, particularly around land use and rural 

development, may need to develop understandings of grounded definitions of sustainable 

development in order to ensure successful policy implementation. Crucially, the 

operationalisation of the LUS on privately-owned land will rely on the values and attitudes 

of private landowners. As stressed by the private landowner survey respondents and case 

study participants, over-bureaucracy and conflicting policy demands can lead to perceived 

estate unsustainability. Thus, land use policy development should reflect the multi-faceted 

nature of definitions of sustainability in the context of upland estates, and strive to be 

‘joined up’, corresponding with the ‘new rural paradigm’ (OECD, 2006). Similarly, the 

development and understanding of lay definitions contribute to practical guidance for, and 

application of, sustainable practices, avoiding rhetorical dilution of the concept.  

The findings underline two key challenges to the paradigm of sustainable 

development. First, the influence of individual viewpoints and values on the promotion of 
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Box 10.4: Best practice recommendations 

Private landowners 

 Support community sustainability through the creation of commercial and 

residential tenancies, in addition to other partnerships. 

 Follow good practice in community engagement processes in order to promote 

estate and community sustainability, including ensuring transparency, 

accountability and an on-going dialogue with estate ‘stakeholders’. 

Rural communities 

 Promote community cohesion through welcoming incoming skills, developing 

joint visions and embracing opportunities for community development, for 

example the diversification of employment opportunities. 

 Professionalize relationship with private estate in order to reduce inequality, estate 

dependency and perceptions of apathy. 

Policy-makers and other agencies 

 Provide appropriate support to maximise the potential positive contributions of 

private landownership to sustainable rural community development, for example 

through incentives for affordable housing and community enterprise development. 

 Offer external facilitation where required in order to ensure estate-community 

engagement is pursued and complies with good practice. 

sustainable development, highlighting the need for policy within the framework of 

sustainability to engage with the perceptions of individuals, especially those with resource 

management and rural development power, such as private landowners. Second, the 

predominant landowner view of estate sustainability that is underpinned by economic 

sustainability is likely to contradict ecocentric and anthropocentric policy directions, 

putting into question the benefits of incentive schemes for environmental protection and 

social goals. The latter challenge may be conceptualised by Habermas’ colonization thesis, 

where private landownership is dominated by pressures of the system, including concerns 

of economic viability, whilst simultaneously occupying the lifeworld, where ecocentric and 

anthropocentric aspects of sustainability may naturally be located. The dominance of 

economic concerns on private landownership may lead to other aspects of the lifeworld 

being diminished or ignored in definitions of the situation by social actors (such as private 

landowners). The colonization thesis may therefore contribute to understanding the 

challenge of achieving sustainable development, as the three aspects may be considered to 

dynamically interact (in a ‘push-me-pull-you’ action) and depend on the individual actor’s 

standpoint (and their daily personal experience). 

Arising from these implications is a set of recommendations for best practice to 

contribute to sustainable rural development, presented in Box 10.4. 
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10.5. Limitations and further work 

Whilst this thesis fulfilled its research aim and objectives, several research limitations 

arose. Where possible, these were mitigated for throughout the research process; future 

research is advised to recognise and seek to overcome these limitations during research 

planning. Firstly, the inductive approach adopted and interdisciplinary nature of the topic 

led to a wide literature search and the need for narrowing of scope. This limitation was 

mitigated for through signposting and literature parameters highlighted throughout this 

thesis. Similarly due to the need to narrow the scope, the depth of analysis of the results of 

the private landowners’ survey is limited. However, the purpose of the survey to identify 

case studies was fulfilled successfully, and the questionnaire results form the basis for co-

authored publications (see McKee et al., 2013; McKee et al., manuscript in preparation), 

updating the findings of pre-LRSA landowner surveys, including MacMillan et al. (2010).  

 

During the case study fieldwork, the researcher recognised and mitigated for challenges to 

the data collection techniques. Both the private landowner and the household estate 

community questionnaire surveys suffered from common misinterpretations and 

misrepresentations. As Fetterman describes, “many people present idealized images of 

themselves on questionnaires, answering as they think they should to conform to a certain 

image”, over which the researcher has little control due to the lack of opportunity for 

personal guidance (1998: 485). Similarly, the snowball interview technique required ‘bias 

management’ by the researcher, as interviewees tended to recommend potential 

participants with similar views as their own. Furthermore, the researcher’s presence in the 

case studies inherently altered the day-to-day and emic understanding sought through the 

ethnographic approach (as explained by Coffey, 1999). This was exemplified in the 

inaugural meeting of the ‘community land reform group’ in one case study, apparently 

hastily organised to coincide with the researcher’s time in the community. This influence 

was recognised through researcher reflexivity and has been incorporated in case study 

interpretation and subsequent data collection. There is also scope in future research to 

ensure that resources permit a longer period of fieldwork, to reinforce objective 

understandings. 

 

In addition, the choice of different analysis techniques might have provided alternative 

insights. For example, discourse analysis (see Peräkylä, 2005) might have facilitated 

greater understanding of the perceptions, attitudes, values and prejudices of private 
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landowners, rural estate communities and the wider public. However, in addition to 

extensive in-depth interviews, a thorough analysis would have also required a significant 

volume of documentation that discusses private estates, landowners and rural communities, 

of which little beyond media reports, are in existence. Nonetheless, Habermasian analyses 

of discourse have been little undertaken (see Fast, 2013; Taylor, 2010), and they provide 

the opportunity to develop understanding of grounded communication practices and the 

potential for Communicative Action. A further option could have been interpretative, 

phenomenological analysis, for example of ‘critical’ cases. This approach might have 

contributed more in-depth insight into the human nature and personality aspects emerging 

during this thesis, and the micro-interactions fundamental to the relationships between 

private landowners and communities, further refining bottom-up definitions of 

‘sustainability’ and ‘community’ in this context.  

Finally, generalisation of the case study results is limited by the diverse socio-

economic and environmental contexts of the individual estates and communities. 

Nonetheless, identification criteria permit comparability between case studies (cf. Chapter 

5). Furthermore, with saturation in participant views reached during case studies and 

critical shared themes identified during analysis, conclusions may be inferred and lessons 

learnt for the broader population of Scottish upland private estates, their owners, managers 

and communities, in addition to policy makers.  

 

This thesis certainly highlights the need for a great deal more objective research on the 

impacts of private estate ownership in rural Scotland, and the influences of current rural 

changes. For example, an emerging key issue regards the level of socio-economic 

understanding regarding the influence of the ‘renewables revolution’ and the potential 

impacts of payment for ecosystem services. Further research ideas are presented in Table 

10.5.1. There is also significant scope for further research and grounded theory generation 

that addresses the legitimacy, roles, benefits and prospects for sustainability of different 

landownership management systems and governance structures, within Scotland and 

internationally.  
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Table 10.5.1 Further research ideas, rationales and anticipated outcomes. 

Further research idea Rationale Anticipated outcomes 

The role of lowland and/or 

peri-urban private estates 

in facilitating sustainable 

rural development 

- Lack of academic research. 

- Likely broader ‘estate 

community’ definition 

therefore challenge of effective 

estate-community engagement. 

- Implications for public 

knowledge, understanding and 

perceptions of private 

landownership. 

- Reduced conflict with social 

learning and bonding capital. 

- Identification of opportunities 

for partnership approaches and 

mutual benefits for estate and 

‘estate community’.  

The implications of 

renewable energy 

developments on Scottish 

private landownership 

- Lack of academic research on 

estate-scale (and wider) 

implications. 

- Contribute to knowledge 

regarding planning conflicts 

and effective engagement due 

to controversial nature of 

renewable energy. 

- Potential significant land use 

change and income source for 

private estates that may ensure 

financial security of estate 

business. 

- Implications for wider land 

management and landowner 

lifestyle; potential for increasing 

proportion of resident owners. 

- Likely subsequent impact on 

landowner-community 

interactions, engagement and 

potential partnership creation 

(positively and negatively). 

- Develop understanding of social 

and environmental sustainability 

on estate-scale, given economic 

sustainability.  

The interactions and 

engagement of 

neighbouring estates 

- Evidence of conflicting land 

use objectives across estate 

boundaries causing conflict 

between landowners and with 

estate communities. 

- Successful implementation of 

the ecosystem approach 

requires landowner 

collaboration. 

- Potential evaluation opportunity 

of the success of the LUS and 

other policies that promote the 

ecosystem approach. 

- Contribute to knowledge 

regarding conflict resolution and 

consensus-building processes 

suitable to land management 

context. 

The role of the ‘new 

landowner’ in the 

community 

- Opportunity to develop 

understanding of governance 

systems within ‘social 

landowners’ including 

community and NGO’s, and 

impact on community 

involvement with land 

management. 

- Identify similarities and 

differences regarding 

engagement processes and 

likely opportunities/threats in 

comparison with private 

landownership. 

- Identify lessons to be learned 

regarding the role of the 

landowner across ownership 

types. 

- Illustrate similarities and 

differences in good practice 

community engagement and 

partnership approaches. 

- Implications for rural 

development policy, for example, 

support for community asset 

ownership. 
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10.6. Conclusion 

To conclude, these research findings provide an insight into the potential for governance 

systems that reduce the polarisation of power and associated benefits between private 

landowners and communities. The potential for shared-ownership schemes or ‘sense of 

ownership’, with increasing community involvement in estate management, will have a 

positive influence on both estate and community sustainability. However, there are 

implications for the role of property rights and the balance of power between landowner 

and community. On a wider scale, this thesis provokes questions regarding the concepts of 

ownership, sharing, partnership and community, in addition to recognition of the influence 

of individual personalities and relationships on the potential for sustainable development. It 

highlights the modes of communication required by social actors in maintaining and 

enhancing democratic discourse and human emancipation, including principles of 

rationalism, inclusion and truthfulness. During a period of significant environmental 

change and uncertainty, trust in those who manage our critical resources, and between 

those with whom we share these resources, is a key challenge from the Scottish upland 

estate to the global scale.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: An overview of external influences on private landowners in Scotland* 
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* This table of policies is far from exhaustive, but seeks to illustrate the extent of regulatory and voluntary measures that estate businesses must account for and 

consider in management planning.  
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Appendix B: Non-academic descriptions of private landowners, ‘estate 

communities’ and their interaction 

 

“‘Loyalty to the old Stuarts. We managed to keep the land, but it was only by raising 

regiments for the Government. And then of course once Highlanders had started settling in 

Canada the only sound economic policy was to settle as many more of them as possible. 

That was why my grandfather had to make a second clearance. He hated doing it of 

course, but it was for their own good, and where would the Empire be today if people like 

my great-grandfather hadn’t taken the bull by the horns and faced up to hard facts?” 

(MacKenzie, 1941: 12) 

“…we want you to have a direct share in the increased prosperity of the estate when it is 

achieved, and will in due course discuss that matter with you so as to see how best to bring 

it about. We also want to arrange things so that we can more often and regularly discuss 

matters of common interest. In this way you may have a larger share in directing your lives 

than you have had up to now, while we will have the benefit of your advice” (Noble and 

Noble, 1944: 16 – a booklet written by the owners of Ardkinglas estate for the estate 

community). 

“Oh, aye, we have an economic problem on this island. The new laird doesn’t want to 

spend money here the way his father did…The islanders’ current fear is that they don’t 

know what is going to happen to the island. They population has been cut in half in the 

past ten years. What we need is a distillery. It would cost two hundred and fifty thousand 

pounds and it would employ no more than ten men, but it would occasion more steamers’ 

coming to the island, and that would lower freight costs and fuel costs. I have a feeling that 

things will be all right” (Donald Garvard in McPhee, 1970: 61). 

“Most of the people here are very lazy, and they are two-faced, in a nice way. They have 

great charm…They always like to give you the answer you want to hear. This sometimes 

makes them seem to be downright liars, which they are; I would ask you to bear this in 

mind. Colonsay has an ancient feudal society which basically wants to go on being feudal, 

provided they can find someone who wants to play at – and finance – being a feudal baron. 

The term ‘laird’ is slightly fey and old-fashioned. I am the landlord and the proprietor. 

These are the facts. I let houses to the other people. The island is my property. All the 

people live in houses that belong to me. It’s a perfectly modern contractual situation…The 

paternalistic and benevolent landlord cannot go on being as paternalistic and benevolent 

as he used to be, and this calls into question the viability of the whole community” (Euan 

Howard, Fourth Baron Strathcona and Mount Royal in McPhee, 1970: 130). 

“Contrary to the opinion of our noble proprietors set forth in the newspapers, notably The 

Scotsman, known hereabouts as The United Liar, they have shown themselves to have no 

interest in these parts except for the extraction of greater and greater rents, the removal of 

the people to all corners of the earth and the subjection of those who remain to the will of 

their factor. Over the last 60 years, we in Skye have put up with just about every indignity 

a human being can suffer. They have succeeded because we are divided amongst 
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ourselves. It has been proposed that the people of Glendale should unite to take action 

altogether as one body. We are all in the same situation. Every man and every township 

has a grievance” (McGrath, 1974: 32-33). 

“Once upon a time country society revolved around places like the Guynd, with each 

estate conducting its own little orbit. It was like a village, in which all inhabitants played 

their role and knew their place…The laird counted on this resident population to see that 

the estate ran smoothly…The laird was respected whether or not he was liked, for he 

offered a structure that gave shape and meaning to their lives and most of all security; he 

protected them from the unknowns of the world outside…Nowadays the laird is apt to be 

looked upon not so much as a leader but as an outsider. His position is marginal; the 

government has taken over what was once his responsibility, that is, to shelter the people 

of the countryside. Machinery has taken over his role of employing people on the land. And 

his cottages have become part of the open rental market” (Rathbone, 2007: 226-227). 

“The unpopular factor had suggested once that we put some capital into upgrading the 

farm cottages. The plumbing, the kitchen equipment, the heating all needed improvement. 

Clearly with a better class of building we would attract a better class of tenant, a more 

stable population, not to mention an increased income. It all made perfect sense to me… 

‘Where is this capital supposed to come from?’ John returned…I suspected it wasn’t just 

that upgrading the cottages involved a serious investment of time and money. John was not 

motivated to attract middle-class tenants to his property, with their middle class 

expectations. He took no interest in obliging them…The last thing John wanted was to be 

surrounded by a community prosperous enough to undermine his position as their 

superior, a position he held, even in his rags and patches, over the financially vulnerable 

population attracted to the Guynd in its present state” (Rathbone, 2007: 235-236). 
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Appendix C: Interview guide for survey of expert commentators 

 

1) Outline Sustainable Estates project and own research objectives 

2) Involvement with Private Landownership: 

 Please describe your involvement/your organisation’s involvement with private 

landownership in Scotland? (Prompt description of interviewee’s own estate, if 

private landowner.) 

 What do you feel are the main issues affecting private landowners in Scotland 

today?  

 How would you regard the influence of the Land Reform (Scotland) Act 2003 

(negative/positive?)? 

 

3) Working with Rural Communities: 

 Again depending on individual participant: Please outline your involvement with 

rural communities in upland Scotland.  

 What do you consider the key issues influencing rural communities and their 

sustainable development?  (Prompt: especially considering upland and remote rural 

communities). 

 What do you consider a ‘sustainable rural community’? How would you assess the 

sustainability of a rural community? (Discuss difficulties in definition and lack of 

definition of ‘estate community’.) How would you define an ‘estate community’? 

Are there any specific issues of sustainability that particularly affect estate 

communities? (Prompt: Therefore, what would be required to ensure that an estate 

community was a ‘sustainable rural estate community’?) 

 Do you know of any rural communities which are good examples of sustainable 

development? 

 

4) Potential Positive Role of the Private Landowner: 

 Do you believe that private landowners have a positive role to play in the 

sustainable development of estate communities?  
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5) Estate Good Practice: 

 Are you aware of any examples of sustainable development on estates, which you 

consider ‘good practice’? 

 Do you believe that innovation is required for sustainable development? 

 

6) Other Potential Interviewees: 

 Can you recommend any further possible interviewees for this fact-finding survey? 

 Do you have any further points you would like to add? 
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Appendix D: Quotes from interview survey with expert commentators relevant to the research questions 

Research question Relevant Quote  Interviewee 

number 

Refining the definition 

of ‘sustainable rural 

estate community’ and 

‘sustainable estate 

management’ 

“I think at every estate you have to be confident that the bills are going to get paid. But how you pay those bills varies 

enormously. And I think…the environmental dimension is taken extremely seriously too – but you can’t do that unless 

you’ve got economic security underlying the business. In a sense that is just so obvious it is axiomatic…but actually 

because it is so essential, it is worth saying, lest it be forgotten that that’s a critical criterion.” 

2 

 “…my critique…[is] that no matter how much good they are doing, it is all contingent on their ‘whim’…and it is 

contingent also on them having the money to do it with – and…if the businesses, if the activities that he is fostering – if they 

are themselves sustainable and can continue without the injection of his enthusiasm and money, then that is one thing – if 

they are simply dependent and will forever be dependent on somebody pouring money in…then by definition it is not 

sustainable.”  

3 

 “I’ve said the kind of standard traditional defensive bit - that if it wasn’t for the external funding coming into it through its 

owner, it wouldn’t be there…the prior question is well, in an ideal circumstance, should it be there at all – is this the best 

use that could be made of the land? If it wasn’t being used in that way– how would it be? Might the end result be more 

sustainable, either ecologically or economically?” 

3 

 “…local landowners often have a role to play in…either making land available for…community facilities, or actually 

contributing financially to their creation or upkeep – there are examples of fairly progressive private landowners being 

involved in that kind of support to rural communities…And again there are examples where private landowners are fairly 

flexible, in terms of tenure arrangements. But…you can get a sustainable pattern led by a private landowner…with 

communities fitting well into that. And then if the landowner decides to pack it in, either through bankruptcy, death or just 

change of priorities, the whole thing can fall on its face.” 

5 

 “[In defining the ‘estate community’] I think that you might almost see concentric rings. So the people who live and maybe 

work within the estate – for whom their past, their current and their future is tied up with that place and the performance 

of that entity – that might be the narrowest and strongest definition. Then it might open up to all of those people living and 

working in the place – whether or not they have an economic reliance on the operation of the particular estate…at the 

biggest one, you might get stakeholders…but then likewise, the person who has a holiday home somewhere – and the 

person who lives and works somewhere…it is a different nature of a relationship, and a different degree of closeness.” 

7 

 “But if you are thinking about what a sustainable future might look like, then I think that the ecological and the social are 

the preconditions from which the economic emerges. I really don’t like the ‘well we have to make money or otherwise we 

can’t do it’ – well, why don’t you do it and figure out how you make money at the same time – because otherwise I think we 

7 
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perpetuate this thing.” 

 “…one of the hallmarks of sustainable communities…to me would be, should you wish to stay and make a living there and 

make your life there, that is possible to do, within ecological limits.” 

7 

 “…where I have spent most of my time, has been to promote sustainable rural development – and our understanding of 

that involves close contact with the local community. And that, I mean defining what ‘communities’ are, is often one of the 

issues, because there are various communities of interest – I mean we look at a local community as made up of all sorts of 

people, and some people have a direct business relationship with us, they are tenants – others have much less contact or 

no contact, depending on whether they have any or do any activities that overlap with the estate. There will be some of 

them in the community of course…people who live in the area, who have very little sort of direct contact with us. But 

we…have worked quite hard to try and involve the community, appropriately and in a wide range of different activities on 

the estate.” 

8 

 “I think you will hear, in terms of sustainability – there is a general principle of land management, which has generally 

been adopted by land managers over the ages, of handing over the land in a better condition than you started with it…But 

you know, it is what you define as a ‘better condition’…you could argue that the degradation of native woodland and 

habitats in Scotland, would actually mean that large areas are turned over to grouse moor, and it has actually created a 

reverse situation – but it wouldn’t necessary be viewed like that at the time because, people might have considered, in the 

past anyway, that felling large areas of woodland and developing a grouse moor is actually, for the better! It is just that 

the context changes and perceptions change.” 

8 

 “…now if you owned 5000 acres somewhere…show us – what does the notion of sustainability mean in terms of the 

environment, in terms of your relationship with local people? In other words, walk the talk. You are one of the very few 

groups of people that has the potential to do that.” 

9 

Examining the 

interactions between 

private landowners, 

estate representatives 

and rural communities, 

and to evaluate the 

processes and practices 

of estate-community 

engagement 

“[The Land Reform Act] has impacted…because we’ve got landowners running scared and instead of engaging, they are 

hiding. Because they think that if they engage then people will become more aware of things like the Land Reform Act, and 

they are more susceptible to…what they don’t appreciate is were they to engage people would be less likely to [buy-out].” 

4 

 “…every person in any community will have a different view of a landowner. Some will love them…because it is…nice to 

get invited up to the big house for drinks now and again. Some people will despise them…they do things that they don’t 

agree with. Some people have worked for them and therefore respect them because of that…Some people are tenants and 

either love them or hate them…” 

4 
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 “And estates are in themselves extended communities – extended families really…where there are some people who have 

worked on them and lived on them in some cases, for generations, and who are very much regarded as part of the family of 

the owner. And there is that sort of mutual respect and connected relationship which you, which was much more common 

perhaps a hundred years ago than it is now, and still probably only survives in the land sector. So there is a great 

deal…connection, and it is certainly not a nine-to-five type connection.” 

6 

 “…you could describe many situations where the laird, historical laird, attended church and was always there at the front, 

and had their own pew, and still does, and puts money into the raffle prizes every year, and helps support the car boot sale, 

raises money for the roof on the church or the village hall – there are many examples where that relationship between an 

estate and a family will perpetuate today, as it did for many years under a more sort of feudal society. But equally…there 

are many institutional landowners and corporate businesses, and public agencies as well, and conservation bodies, which 

won’t have that same relationship, and will operate in different ways in relation to how they support a local community…” 

8 

 “There was a paternalistic relationship – a patriarchal relationship…between the family, the number one family and the 

community. And then, through a whole variety of different circumstances, that relationship changed…And instead of…the 

trust that existed between a community of people living on the estates, and the laird, was in some way devalued by the laird 

actually making decisions that were not in the best interest of the people who lived on…on his estate. And so, that sort of 

historical pathway, that patriarchal pathway, was fractured.” 

9 

Exploring the potential 

for estate-community 

partnerships, their 

strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and 

threats 

“…one of the difficulties about the sort of development that depends on the…philanthropy or good will of a landowner is 

that it is very precarious because in definition it depends on the injection of external capital that the person in question is 

probably earning from some other activity in the city of London… And that it is precarious also because that person – you 

know, individuals will just get fed up with doing that, their priorities will change, or ultimately, they will die. And so it 

doesn’t seem to me to be terribly securely rooted…” 

3 

 “It is…a partnership because the benefits are entirely mutual. The owner of the business – the owner of the land, which is 

a business asset, depends absolutely on the people who look after it – and they depend absolutely not only for their pay 

packet, but for everything about their way of life, on that system continuing.” 

6 

 “I mean it can’t be pure democracy because, you know, if you own the stuff, you don’t have to be democratic – you can 

certainly consult, but let’s not kid ourselves about the nature of the power relations in that context.” 

7 

 “…maybe they have a special role because they have the ability to leverage either influence or power, or to join together 

things that aren’t otherwise joined together. But I would be very reluctant, and certainly wouldn’t say that they are pivotal, 

that they should lead everything…they can’t be equal, whether it be a…culture of deference, or whether it be a level of 

confidence that allows them to talk more forcefully than others, or if it is economic power that they bring to it. So if there 

was something that all members of the community wanted, except the landowner that had control over economic and 

physical resources…yeah, not equal. Now some of them…[are] aware of the inequality and seek…to reduce the inequality 

as much as is practical – but at the end of the day he is still the laird…” 

7 
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 “But individuals matter, and they can turn things enormously…a manager at the right level, with the right amount of 

influence…they have huge influence on the outcome of the performance of a company…the whole ‘structure-agency’ 

debate – agency matters.” 

7 

 “If you have a sort of proactive approach to that, and you are prepared to make investment, because often you can’t 

deliver these things on the ground without money, but also if you are prepared to work together in partnership, you can 

often draw down even more significant sums of money to help to make things happen. So it is a combination…of 

management for the community and management by the community, and what is appropriate, and where on that line that 

you wish to sit.” 

8 

Developing practical 

recommendations for 

ways in which owners 

of private upland 

estates can promote the 

sustainability of rural 

communities through 

good practice 

“…the potential doesn’t just lie within the estates, it lies within the communities themselves. I think if communities actually 

organised themselves effectively and developed the capacity to be able to take realistic propositions to 

estates…Communities have almost got to professionalise themselves somehow – but estates also have to break down some 

of these professional barriers too.” 

4 

 “I think they have a very important job to do in terms of making their business sustainable. People rely on them, and have 

always relied on them, but not in a patriarchal sense – it is a very simple, economic …because they are one of the very few 

areas of employment in the rural community – we need to give them whatever help we need give them to maintain that.” 

9 
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Appendix E: Final version of private landowners’ questionnaire survey 
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Appendix F: LandBusiness article, September 2008 
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Appendix G: Working case study identification list plus justifications 
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Appendix H: Case study research proposal 
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Appendix I: Community household questionnaire survey, including cover 

letter and reply sheet 
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Appendix J: Notes for initial discussions with landowners/estate 

management 

 

- Need to understand ownership structure of estate – interested in history of estate – map of 

estate boundaries useful – main estate activities/enterprises 

 

- History of estate community – previous industry/employment – main changes over past 

century – current make up – extent of estate-ownership in main settlement. 

 

- Community groups (dates of meetings, most interested) – key community actors – 

community council – best way to integrate/find appropriate interviewees (avoid estate bias 

in choice of interviewees) – community website (who runs this, how to get survey link) – 

best way to feedback. 

 

- Estate community questionnaire – suitability of introductory letter – best return options – 

previous surveys (survey fatigue; may help dataset). 

 

- Consultations/involvement with estate – examples: past, present, future. 

 

- Questionnaire best practice – why selected – more information on these examples – 

which to focus on as ‘X’ in interviews. 

 

- Other general guidance/logistics of working with estate and community – best way to 

build up picture of relationships – possible tensions. 

 

- Confidentiality/Anonymity. 
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Appendix K: Interview guide for case study landowner, estate 

management and community member interviews  

 

Guide for landowners and estate managers: 

 Please can we begin with some history of the Estate (Probe:) Furthermore/In particular, 

how did you become the landowner/estate manager (build picture of career of 

interviewee)? 

 

 Can you please describe the business objectives for managing the Estate? How do these 

differ from your personal/professional objectives (Probe: sense of duty, areas of 

personal interest, motivations.) 

 

 [Go back to aims of sustainable estates project, then ask:] What do you understand by 

‘sustainability’? What would you consider a ‘sustainable estate’? (Probe: regarding 

your estate specifically; referring to their response to this question in private 

landowners questionnaire.) 

 

 [My objectives of identifying the contemporary estate community.]Who or what would 

you consider the ‘estate community’ today? (Probe: thinking about historical 

communities compared with today; impact of counter-urbanisation and post-

productivism.) 

 

 Can you describe the type of relationship/level of interaction that you have with the 

community on your estate? [Discuss in reference to results from the estate community 

questionnaire] (Probe: can you provide examples? For instance, involvement with 

community groups, etc…; can you sum-up how the estate community most likely view 

you (positively or negatively)?; existence and importance of partnerships between 

community and estate businesses.) 

 

 I am particularly interested in X [example of good practice identified in questionnaire; 

adjust questions as appropriate]; 

o Can you explain the process/describe how X came about/was developed? 

o Why did you decide to initiate/develop X? 

o What level of community involvement was there/has there been with the 

planning and development of X? 

o Do you think X has improved the sustainability of the estate community [give 

space here to readdress this definition], and your estate? 

o If you were to advise other private landowners on X, how would you 

recommend they achieve best practice/overcome the issues you have 

encountered [re-word as appropriate; aim to make interviewee reflect on good 

practice example]? 

 

 On a bigger scale, what do you think are the main constraints influencing private 

landowners’ in achieving sustainable development/in enhancing the sustainability of 

their communities? How do you think these constraints could be overcome/these 

problems be resolved? 
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 To end on a positive note, what do you think are the main opportunities for private 

landowners today? (Probe: in achieving sustainable estate management; in facilitating 

sustainable rural estate communities; is innovation required for sustainability?) 

 

 Do you have any other points to add to what we have discussed during this interview, 

or my understanding of the Estate and the estate community?  

 

Thank you very much. 

Guide for community members: 

 Please can we begin with your personal history of living on the Estate? (Stop here; tick 

off aspects of probe. Probe: how long have you lived here, your occupation, family, 

community involvement etc…) 

 

 Who or what would you consider the ‘estate community’ today? [Discuss with 

reference to results from estate community questionnaire.] (Probe: thinking about 

historical communities compared with today; impact of counter-urbanisation and post-

productivism.) Do you feel part of the ‘estate community’? 

 

 Can you describe the type of relationship/level of interaction that the private 

landowner/estate management have with the community on the estate? [Discuss in 

reference to results from the estate community questionnaire - important] (Probe: can 

you provide examples? For instance, involvement with community groups, tenants 

etc…; existence and importance of partnerships between community and estate 

businesses.) 

 

 I am particularly interested in X [example of good practice identified in questionnaire; 

adjust questions as appropriate]; 

o Can you describe/explain what you know/understand about how X came about? 

o What level of community involvement was there/has there been with the 

planning and development of X? 

o What do you understand by ‘sustainability’? So, do you think X has improved 

the sustainability of the estate community, and your estate? 

o If you were to advise other communities on working with their landowner to 

progress community sustainability, considering your experience with X, how 

would you recommend they achieve best practice/overcome the issues you have 

encountered? 

 

 On a bigger scale, what do you think are the main threats affecting rural estate 

communities today? (Probe: use rearranged ‘SWOT’ diagram – possibly too much to 

take in during interview.) What do you believe is the role of the private landowner in 

relieving these problems and enhancing sustainability? 

 

 To end on a positive note, what do you think are the main opportunities for rural 

communities today? (Probe: in achieving sustainable development?) 

 

 Do you have any other points to add to what we have discussed during this interview, 

or my understanding of the Estate and the estate community?  
 

Thank you very much. 
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Appendix L: Sample of final free node table and associated sub-node descriptions 
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Appendix M: ‘Sustainability’ perceptions in private landowners’ survey 
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Appendix N: Constraints to estate sustainability as noted by respondents 

to survey of private landowners 
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