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Last week I had the unnerving experience of appearing on live television, on the "Newsnight Scotland" programme broadcast from Glasgow.
In the introduction I was described as a land reform "campaigner", which whilst flattering is not entirely accurate. My own calling has been to assist communities striving for self-determination through community ownership, and I have tended to leave the campaigning to others.

Immediately after the programme the whole situation struck me as pretty ironic. The last time I was involved in any campaign was as a student in the 1970s. A group of us came down from Aberdeen University Celtic Society and joined up with the Glasgow University Ossianic Society. Led by Sorley Maclean and a piper, we marched on our target - the BBC at Queen Margaret Drive demanding more Gaelic on radio and TV.

One of our police escorts was a big Glasgow-Skye polisman on a horse. "Do you know what's wrong with you people?", he called down to us as we marched along. "No, what?" we asked, expecting comments on the length of our hair or the generosity of the then student grants system. "You are not radical enough!" came the gruff retort.

Some of my friends who were there in later times went on to paint out English road signs in the Gaidhealteachd. I went off to become a country lawyer, but over the last few years have gradually become involved in the community ownership movement principally in the Highlands and Islands. That led last week to the island of Gigha and to the subsequent appearance on "Newsnight Scotland". The topic of the TV slot was land reform, with particular reference to the Scottish Executive's proposals - the pretext was the present situation on Gigha.

The proposed legislation covers a very wide range of issues, from access to crofting communities' right to buy their land. In the midst of it all, and billed as the Executive's flagship, are the proposals relating to what is termed "The Community Right-to-Buy". For those who do not already know, this "right" means that if a community body possessing certain characteristics acceptable to the executive has registered an interest in certain types of land within the district of the community then in the event of that land coming on the open market the community will have a pre-emptive right to acquire it at market value, and will have the ability to stop the sale in the meantime.

While laudable enough on its own, this measure of course seeks to tackle the symptoms - not the fundamental ill at the heart of the big land problem of Scotland. Here I am not concerned with land under crofting tenure - a system which, despite its defects and anachronisms, has served to retain population in remote areas of the Highlands and Islands and which in substantial measure protects people against bad landlords. Neither does my theme really concern the vast empty sporting estates of the Highlands - for that another day, another campaign. Nor do I intend any active criticism of well-meaning owners of land, be they individuals or organisations.

What concerns me greatly, however, is that there are glens and small islands in a number of parts of the Highlands and Islands where everything - land, houses, businesses and all the assets which go with them - are owned by one person and are all run as a single business entity in the owner’s interest; where the residents frequently live in tenanted houses, many with little security and no access to improvement grants for their homes and no willingness on the part of the landlord to improve them; where people are prohibited from engaging in any business activity which may conflict with the laird's; where the fortunes of the community rise and fall with those of the laird, who can strangle the economy if he wants; where the only way to get on is to get out; where the rent from holidaymakers is more valued than rent from local people - and houses when vacated are taken out of local use to be kept for tourists; where the local people are actually afraid to speak out for fear of victimisation. Aye, and where the law of the land allows this to happen.

Part of my childhood was spent in the Appin district. When I was a kid in the wee school in Appin and Jim Hunter a kid in the wee school in Duror there was, not very far away, a glen just a bit off the beaten track but prosperous and populated for all that. There was a church, a school with children in the playground and a shop. There was a thriving community, but underlying was the ill which brought its ultimate downfall.

The one person owned the whole glen and everything in it. As long as he was there things went well. There was a saw-mill and forests, which employed a number of men, and extensive hill and low-ground farms. Then one day the glen was sold and the saw-mill and everything that went with it closed. The new owners wanted the glen as their playground, so the sheep and cattle went off and with them the shepherds and cattlemen. The shop closed, the church and school both closed and were sold off.

Apart from a few holiday homes and the odd estate worker nobody now lives in the glen. Where once there was a thriving community there is now a desolate rich man's playground.
What happened in Eigg was different, but happened for the same reason - everything was in the same hands, and as the laird went bust so did the island economy. As the last estate workers were paid off and the cattle sold off to pay the laird's debts, the economy of the island hit rock bottom. In effect the key had been turned in the lock and thrown in the sea.

Over the last few years in Eigg, as in other places, community ownership and management has of course proven to be an effective means of removing the threat which private ownership can bring to fragile areas. Significantly though, and this is often lost in the rhetoric, it has also proven itself as an exceptionally powerful tool for the economic, social and environmental regeneration of such rural communities. This is especially so where the local economy has run down through bad management and lack of investment on the part of previous owners.

The key is simple: to ensure that all of the resources are made available to enable the local community to change the structure of the economy from one which serves the private interest of the private landowner to one which serves the long-term interest of the people on the land.

The current debate over land reform has thrown up some novel issues, not least that the Scottish Landowners' Federation is seeking to challenge some of the proposals as an infringement of human rights. However, it seems to me that there is a major issue not being addressed in Scotland today. And that is what I would describe as the self-evident right of people to live in their own island or glen where they were born or have put down their roots, to raise their families, to put a secure roof over their heads and be free to make a living on their own land.

It seems to me that there must also be a self-evident right for communities of people to be able to make their own plans and work out their own future, free from the grasping hands of self-serving lairds.

The tragedy of the present debate is that with a few honourable exceptions there is very little attempt on the part of our Parliamentarians to even take an interest in these most fundamental issues. In any other European country such iniquities would be screamed from the rooftops.

The big Glasgow polisman was right all along. We are not radical enough - not half enough.
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