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Probably the most striking recent change in Scottish land ownership has been the 

dramatic rise of the social ownership sector.  Conservation organisations and local 

community groups have become significant landowners.  Though very much in tune with 

the zeitgeist (current thought and spirit of the times), is this trend sustainable?  Do 

conservation ownership and community ownership both have a role to play in rural and 

environmental regeneration, or will one subsume the other? 
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Introduction 
After a century of being stoppered, the land reform genie is well and truly out of the 

bottle.  The story of its dramatic uncorking, and the rights and wrongs of the process, 

have been discussed previously in ECOS.1  This article focuses on one distinctive 

aspect of the rapidly evolving land ownership scene, namely the dramatic increase in the 

amount of land owned and/or managed by local communities and conservation 

organisations.  Although the diversity within and between these categories is enormous, 

they can be conveniently grouped under the heading ‘social ownership’. 

 

The land reform Bill currently before the Scottish Parliament consists of three main 

pillars: increased public rights of access, a right-to-buy for rural communities, and a 
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right-to-buy for crofting communities.2  A key driver of the land reform process is the 

desire to tackle injustice, both historical and contemporary.  Historically, the long shadow 

of the Clearances falls across the debates, while the perception of present injustice 

arises from the extraordinarily concentrated pattern of ownership.3  This concentration 

places considerable power in the hands of rather few and, it is argued, severely 

constrains the ‘life chances’ of people in remote rural communities.  The so-called blight 

of landlordism can stifle rural development.  Rightly or wrongly, Scotland’s new political 

masters have chosen to try to cure these ills by offering the land back to the people.  

Local communities are now centre stage. 
 
 
The emergence of the middle ground 
Social ownership is nothing new in Scotland.  Community ownership has existed around 

Stornoway on Lewis since 1923, and the National Trust for Scotland (NTS) began 

buying parts of Glencoe in 1935.  However, land ownership in Scotland remained largely 

fixed in a bipolar mould until late in the 20th century, split between private and public; the 

‘ground’ between them was, rather literally, no man’s land.  All this changed in the 1980s 

and 1990s as social ownership sprang to prominence as the thrusting ‘new kid on the 

block’.  In just a few short years it has elbowed a place for itself as a significant new 

piece of the land ownership jigsaw.  Thus between 1980 and 1995 the total area in 

conservation ownership rose by 146%, with 70% of that occurring after 1990.4  The 

NTS, owning almost 80,000ha, has become the third largest landowner in Scotland,5 

while the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) now manages about 

51,000ha spread over more than 50 reserves.  The John Muir Trust (JMT) too has 

become a major landowner on Skye, and has recently bought both Ben Nevis and 

Schiehallion.  Conservation organisations as a group now constitute the largest non-

public landowner, and a rapidly growing force in the land market.   

 

The rise of community ownership has been even more swift and dramatic.  In a few 

heady years in the mid-1990s it made a headlong journey from the radical fringe to 

become the centrepiece of land reform proposals.  The Assynt crofters fired the starter 

gun in 1992 with their purchase of the North Lochinver Estate,6 and since then some 40 

communities have set out to emulate this coup.  The purchases of Eigg and Knoydart 

were given particular prominence in the media.7  Prior to 1997 community purchases 

were achieved against heavy odds, but Labour’s election changed all that.  The 

Government began actively promoting community ownership and – crucially – offering 
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financial support.  A further boost came in February 2001 when the National Lottery’s 

New Opportunities Fund established the Scottish Land Fund to help rural communities 

acquire, develop and manage land, pledging £10.8 million for the first three years.  It is 

already dealing with over 300 enquiries from all over Scotland, and in October 2001 it 

gave no less than £3.5 million to the Isle of Gigha Heritage Trust, enabling the locals to 

take possession of their island in March 2002. 

 

As hinted above, the terms ‘community ownership’ and ‘conservation ownership’ are 

both umbrella terms encompassing a wide diversity of experiences and objectives.  The 

breadth of the former is vividly illustrated in two recent collections of intriguing case 

studies.8  Many of the community buyouts, notably that on Eigg, have been motivated by 

the desire to throw off the shackles of private ownership after decades of bad 

management.  As tenants, their economic options were severely constrained, creating a 

raw sense of social injustice.  It is scenarios like this that have created the popular 

conception of land reform as a black-and-white struggle of people against privilege. 

 

 

The new owners: diversity to counter adversity 
Community purchases have been as diverse as the communities themselves, and the 

emerging structures have also been evolving.  Crofting trusts like Assynt tend to be pure 

community groups, solely involving locals, but more recent initiatives have often been 

project-orientated, involving outside organisations.  Many have adopted a rural 

development forestry approach,9 salient examples of such community woodlands being 

Abriachan Forest Trust10 and the Sunart Oakwood Project.11  Not all community 

initiatives have succeeded, and some have had to change tack.  The people of Laggan, 

for example, did not manage to buy Strathmashie Forest from Forest Enterprise, but 

they did establish the Laggan Forest Partnership.12  This gives the community significant 

input into forest management, maximising the benefits for local people.  Already the 

concrete results include job creation, improved access, renovated housing and the 

reversal of 150 years of population decline.  It is clear from this one example that 

ownership is not the be all and end all, but that communities can greatly benefit from 

partnership arrangements that give them a say in management decisions.  These could 

be dubbed ‘community-public partnerships’. 
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The new conservation owners are equally diverse, shown by the wide range of 

motivations and objectives which have led them to buy estates, forests, wetlands and 

mountains.  Some focus more on wild species (RSPB), others on wild landscapes 

(JMT).  Common threads do exist, however, and these include the safeguarding of land 

for future generations (a public interest argument), ecological restoration, and the desire 

to move from advocacy to practical demonstration.  It is this last aim which has resulted 

in the significance and influence of social ownership far exceeding its size in simple area 

terms.  These environmental charities are able to explore innovative approaches to land 

use and management which cash-strapped (and often tradition-bound) private owners 

are unwilling or unable to risk.  Such trail-blazing experimentation is of great value.   

 

Finally, to blur the distinctions still further, some ‘community purchases’ actually 

comprise partnerships involving local people and conservation organisations.  The board 

of the Isle of Eigg Heritage Trust, for example, includes representatives of the Scottish 

Wildlife Trust, while the Knoydart Foundation involves the JMT and a charity as well as 

locals.  Both also include Highland Council.  The JMT believes that conservation is best 

served by maintaining a viable local community, illustrating how these twin aims – 

environmental and social – can be seen as complementary.  One very practical aspect 

of this synergy is financial: conservation groups can fund environmentally sensitive 

management prescriptions which community groups may aspire to but be unable to 

afford.  It seems, then, that the two tributaries of social ownership are now mingling to 

form one stream. 

 

 

The benefits of social ownership 
The benefits of social ownership can be considerable, both for the people and for the 

land.  Some of these benefits can be objectively assessed through financial or 

environmental audits, or can be seen in demographic terms (as at Laggan).  Many of the 

community-led ventures have achieved measurable degrees of success in the few short 

years of their existence.  The Assynt crofters, for example, have blazed an apparently 

viable and certainly very visible trail.  Like other communities since, they have shown 

how ownership can open up opportunities and access to new resources.  Successes 

have been scored too by the conservation organisations, and in a few cases these have 

been resounding.  For example, the RSPB’s Abernethy Estate, which includes the 

osprey centre, now supports 87 FTE (full time equivalent) jobs in the local economy and 
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welcomes almost 100,000 visitors each year, as well as supporting crofting tenants, a 

shooting let and a sawmill.13  This contrasts starkly with the 1.5 FTE directly employed 

jobs when the estate was run along traditional sporting lines.  In addition, the estate is 

one of several places which have demonstrated that Caledonian pine forest can be 

regenerated without deer fences.14  In this case, then, ownership by a conservation 

charity appears to be good for the environment, for the economy and for society – the 

three facets of sustainable development.   

 

Benefits like these can be quantified, but some of the best things to emerge from 

community buyouts are social and personal in nature – friendships, revived community 

spirit, and emotional and spiritual transformations in people’s outlook on life.  Although 

(thus far, at least) some of the objective measures of success yield rather equivocal 

answers, in terms of community feeling the ‘positive vibes’ run deep and strong.  

Crofters in Assynt, for example, believe that the transition from tenants to owners has 

brought about spiritual change in the community, engendering a sense of freedom.15  It 

feels good to be master of your own destiny, even if that destiny is not a bed of roses.  

Communities living on land owned by some of the conservation charities also speak 

warmly of positive impacts on community life, and appreciate the financial resources and 

expertise that such groups offer.  This is true, for example, on the Sandwood Estate 

owned by the JMT.16 

 
 

The challenges of social ownership 
But despite the achievements, the enthusiasm and the widely endorsed ideals, 

community ownership is no panacea.  It is tough to get going and tough to keep going.  

It is an uphill struggle beset by a sobering blockade of practical and social challenges.  

These difficulties are summarised by David Reid:17 

 

• access to land and natural resources 

• the considerable responsibilities and hazards of ownership 

• limited income and restricted assets 

• the ‘capacity gap’ – an insufficient range of the skills and expertise required 

• reliance on voluntary effort 

• geographical isolation, and the scattered/sparse nature of most rural populations 

• insufficient levels of development assistance 
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• the gap between declared policy and the capacity of public sector institutions to 

implement it 

 

Even the Assynt crofters, the symbolic baton-carriers of the community ownership 

movement, have struggled to make a go of it.  They are the first to admit this, and to 

acknowledge their disappointment that early achievements have fallen well short of their 

initial aspirations.18   

 

If this array of practical obstacles appears daunting, the social and psychological 

challenges are no less formidable.  It is easy for a community to unite in criticising a 

distant, well-off private landowner.  It is relatively easy too to make common cause in 

campaigning for the ‘holy grail’ of community ownership.  But it is far more difficult to 

sustain the commitment and high levels of participation after the first flush of enthusiasm 

has worn off.  It can prove hard, too, to maintain the initial unity when faced with 

practical management dilemmas, conflicting visions and the shared responsibilities of 

ownership.  Thus crofters in Assynt and Sandwood are reluctant to embrace the alien 

concept of being a landowner, with all the responsibilities that it entails.19  For some, the 

realisation that community ownership does not give them carte blanche to do as they 

please has come as a shock.  The aspirations of individuals and families can still be 

thwarted, not by a private owner as in the past, but by the management committee 

(consisting of their neighbours) who have the long-term good of the whole community at 

heart.  In some ways, this is harder to swallow.  The more people and/or organisations 

that are involved in running a jointly-owned property, the greater the likelihood of friction 

and splits, as was shown graphically during the long-running and bumpy attempt by the 

multi-agency Knoydart Foundation to purchase the Knoydart Estate.  The smooth 

running of such collaborative ventures can only be assured with liberal injections of 

selflessness and generosity of spirit by all involved, saintly gifts that few people possess 

in large measure.  For example, overcoming the deeply felt distinction between crofters 

and non-crofters (‘incomers’) will not prove easy, as shown by the refusal of crofters at 

Sandwood to serve on the management committee with non-crofters.  Community 

ownership can be the making or breaking of a community. 

 

Finally, one can never ignore the financial bottom line.  In the long term, will these 

ventures prove viable?  It is one thing to raise funds for a one-off purchase, quite 

another to raise cash for the unglamorous, expensive business of long term land 
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management.  Running Mar Lodge costs the NTS around £250,000 annually.  Will 

charitable memberships stay generous down the decades and centuries (because these 

are the timescales over which these experiments should be assessed)?  Will the public 

and the state continue to back the fine sentiment of ‘the land to the people’ with hard 

cash?  Just as private landowners can hit hard times and be forced to sell, so some of 

the exciting new experiments in community ownership are likely to founder on financial 

rocks.  It seems, then, that those who are sceptical about the viability of crofting trusts, 

community forests and the like (and there are plenty, both locally and further afield) have 

a good deal of ammunition.  So will the sceptics have the last laugh, or will communities 

have the dogged persistence to realise and sustain their enlightened visions? 

 

 

Social ownership: here to stay or gone tomorrow? 
Are these new social ownership structures long term solutions to ‘the land question’, or 

are they emergency first aid measures which will be rendered redundant by changing 

circumstances?  Further, do conservation and community ownership both have a future, 

or will the former evolve into (or merge with) the latter?  Concerning conservation 

ownership, some very definite benefits have accrued to people and environments, as 

identified above.  Some visionary ecological restoration programmes have been initiated 

which will not come to fruition for decades or even centuries.  An argument can be made 

for continuity of ownership to see these through.  However, the rapid emergence of 

these organisations as major landowners is a phenomenon which is widely perceived as 

a symptom of failure, of the ineffectiveness of conservation policy.20  Andy Wightman 

suggests that conservation groups ‘should be asking themselves not how much more 

land they can buy, but how soon they can get rid of it’.21  The visionary objectives could 

be maintained, but the ownership and management should (it is argued) become more 

locally rooted.  This is partly because conservation only tends to work well if it is ‘owned’ 

– either legally and/or psychologically – by local people. 

 

Some go much further than this temporal critique and are fiercely critical of conservation 

bureaucracy in general and of the big environmental charities in particular.  The loudest 

and most persistent of these critics is Ian Mitchell who castigates the RSPB and Scottish 

Natural Heritage (amongst others) for imposing their own agendas on local 

communities.22  He accuses them of behaving in arrogant and secretive ways 

reminiscent of absentee landowners.  Certainly there are plenty of rural communities, 
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especially in the north and west, which resent what they perceive as the high-handed, 

insensitive behaviour of conservationists and their apparently greater concern for wildlife 

and landscape than people.  There is a fear that their growing influence may frustrate 

efforts to repopulate rural areas and give local communities control of their own 

destinies.  A conference in 2001 entitled ‘People: the Forgotten Species’ gave vent to 

these feelings of marginalisation and showed that a backlash against conservation 

ownership is gathering momentum.23  At the conference, Michael Wigan commented 

bitterly that ‘indigenous people are the new Species of Special Scientific Interest’.  There 

is thus a sense in which community ownership and conservation ownership can pull in 

opposite directions, the one orientated around local priorities, the other driven by 

national and international agendas.  If, as suggested earlier, the two tributaries of social 

ownership are merging to form one stream, then clearly there are still some strong 

counter currents. 

 

 

A hunger for ownership? 
In recent years the various community buyouts have received considerable media 

attention, and the central place given to the community right-to-buy in land reform 

legislation has ensured that the concept has been constantly in the spotlight.  The 

political (and financial) tide is running strongly in its favour.  It would be a mistake, 

however, to conclude that local communities everywhere are pawing the ground to 

become landowners.  Many crofters, in particular, have few quarrels with their landlords.  

Crofters have had a right-to-buy since 1976, and the 1997 Transfer of Crofting Estates 

Act enables crofting communities to take possession of the 1400 state-owned crofting 

holdings, but the take-up has been minimal so far.  The state is widely perceived as a 

paternalistic and non-intrusive landowner.  Keenly aware of their present strong legal 

rights and of the costs involved in working up a viable business plan, a lot of crofters are 

prepared to live with the status quo.  Similarly, many other rural communities may not be 

happy with their current lot but have no appetite for the financial burdens and 

responsibilities that ownership brings.  So the new legislation may not so much fling 

open the floodgates as ease open the tap.24  Andy Wightman, a strong advocate of an 

expansion of community ownership, also thinks that the current Bill will change little, and 

is sharply critical of the fact that ‘the fashionable idea of community’ has become ‘the 

holy grail of land reform’.25  In his view, the fundamental problem that land reform should 

be addressing is the concentrated pattern of land ownership, and he believes that the 
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current legislative proposals will do little to address that issue or to empower 

communities.26 

 

 

Private, social and state: the ownership triumvirate 
Increased diversity of ownership is generally acknowledged to be a desirable objective, 

and it seems likely that, for a time at least, increasing amounts of land will continue to be 

bought and managed by communities and environmental groups.  But the current rate of  

growth could not be sustained indefinitely because there are unavoidable financial, 

social and environmental constraints which set upper limits to what will be possible. 

Growth is likely to tail off as some kind of equilibrium emerges.  This, of course, will be a 

dynamic not a static equilibrium, constantly adjusting to changes in the political and 

financial landscape, but social ownership is here to stay for the foreseeable future. 

 

All three forms of ownership have their pros and cons.  Even private ownership, despite 

all the high-profile examples of abuse, can have a lot going for it.27  Land ownership is 

power.  It’s how that power is exercised that counts.  Integral to much writing on land 

reform is the view that the environment suffers under the current system and would 

flourish if the planned reforms were enacted, but no form of tenure is a magic bullet 

which automatically revitalises communities and regenerates the environment.  Just as 

private owners are a mixed bunch – enlightened or exploitative, innovative or blinkered – 

so there will be examples of good and bad management by community groups and 

conservation charities.  As Anna Paterson says, ‘one form of ownership is little different 

from another when it comes to putting earning more money ahead of love of the land. … 

No landowner can be trusted always to put the welfare of the landscape first.’28  The 

harsh reality is that much Scottish land has only modest potential for productive 

diversification, yet high risk of environmental damage, so the benign options are limited. 

 

 

Stewardship: common ground? 
Land reform is a gamble which is probably well worth taking for the politicians involved, 

but whether it will also pay long term dividends for rural economies, local communities, 

crofting townships and the environment remains hard to predict.  Of course, land reform 

generally and the rise of social ownership specifically are not taking place in a political 

vacuum.  They cannot be divorced from the many other current questions about rural 
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futures, nor from the web of national and international influences that are shaping those 

futures.  These influences are pushing in divergent directions.  On the one hand, power 

is being devolved further and further down the line, apparently giving local communities 

and individuals a real say in the future of their lives and their local environment.  On the 

other, globalisation ensures that the options available are specified by forces operating 

at international and global level.  It is a sad irony that just when historically 

disempowered rural people are being encouraged to flex their muscles and take charge 

of their future, their room for manoeuvre has never been narrower.  

 

Given the fractured nature of the land reform debate, it is worth asking whether there are 

any shared concepts which provide common ground.  Arguably, the ancient idea of 

stewardship is one, summing up as it does the sense of responsibility that has long been 

regarded as part and parcel of owning land in Scotland.29  It is embraced by landowners 

and conservationists alike.30  Ancient it may be, but it has been rapidly gaining 

contemporary currency, reflecting the changed roles of owners, managers and citizens 

in the use and management of natural resources.  In a recent report exploring the 

meanings and implications of stewardship, WWF Scotland suggests that the current 

moves towards greater diversity of land ownership may help to foster a wider sense of 

stewardship.31  It may be a fond hope, but perhaps the banner of stewardship is one 

around which the warring factions in the land reform debate could rally.  Is it too utopian 

to imagine that private landowners, conservation groups and local communities could 

join hands across the great divide and collaborate in delivering rural development and 

enlightened environmental stewardship? 
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