Orbost "ceasefire" gives space for reflection
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Now that all the shouting about Orbost Estate has subsided, for the moment at least, it's a matter of time. The television cameras have left the area, and now only time will tell which side of the debate over the future of land and people on Skye can claim rights to an I-told-you-so victory.

Meanwhile, a few adventurous, home-grown young people are taking advantage of the cease-fire to plan a future on Orbost - still a nascent idea that smacks to some of Utopia.

Officials are about to announce who among a growing number of applicants for new homes and smallholdings on the estate have been chosen to make it a reality for all concerned. Two weeks ago the one tenant couple in the old farmhouse on Orbost stuck a spade into a piece of arable land on one of the six smallholdings available.

And, in the same week, officials announced that spade-work had begun on one of their many promised uses of the land. Highlands and Islands Enterprise said last Wednesday it was spending £20,000 to restore part of a historic eight-kilometre walking path leading to a spectacular view from the south cliffs of Orbost.

Are these symbolic gestures of success or a hurried effort by officials to save face? Again, only time will tell.

Time quickly became a big bone of contention for critics of the Orbost plan. The recent developments - three tenants and a hiking path - came after three years of private and public, no-holds-barred meetings with the community at large and with the disbanded Orbost Advisory Committee, which was a coalition of local groups.

But how important is time when it's a matter of creating a viable community? It's been over a hundred years since 120 people were cleared out of seven townships in Duirinish - five of those townships were on the present Orbost Estate.

In retrospect, those meetings - which became more contentious as the months and years passed - managed to prove at least one thing so far: the democratic process takes time and rarely runs smoothly.

THE SIDES were split early on between the Dreamers and the Doubting Thomases. The Dreamers were a handful of professionals and academics who stand to gain, perhaps, by reputation. The Doubting Thomases were a vociferous handful of local sceptics, some of whom have a vested interest in seeing the status quo prevail in Orbost.

Jim Hunter - Highlands and Islands journalist, historian, author, seer and ubiquitous government appointee - is the driving force behind the Dreamers. Throughout, he has held to his dream for the 4,500-acre estate which overlooks Macleod's Maidens in Loch Bharcasaig. Ironically, he is leading a band of professionals - an unlikely crew of dreamers.

Hunter is a rare man in government, quasi-autonomous or not: as chairman of HIE he has the dream and the cheque-book. In October of 1997 he was chairman of the HIE "subsidiary", Skye and Lochalsh Enterprise (SALE), when he convinced fellow HIE board members and local politicians to move quickly to buy the estate.

It was clearly his idea - his dream - this Orbost plan to repopulate a land ravaged by the Clearances, while providing homes and employment for young locals who don't want to join a parade of their contemporaries off the island.

In the other corner, among those wearing the colours of the Doubting Thomases, is George Kozikowski - owner of Orbost House, one of six private pieces of property surrounded by the Orbost Estate.

Kozikowski has not been the most public voice behind opposition to the Orbost plan, but he has been the most effective behind the scenes - perhaps because he is well aware that people might interpret his doubts about Orbost as ones motivated by self-interest. If the ultimate plan to build as many as 12 homes on the land unfolds Orbost House surely will lose some of its appeal as a remote Highland retreat.

Kozikowski has made the most cogent arguments for the local opposition. His meticulous chronicling of the events over the last three years has armed the opposition with plenty of ammunition to fire at those behind the Orbost project. He thinks Hunter's plan to use Orbost as a social experiment is ill-conceived pie-in-the-sky.

Indeed, Hunter's plan to repopulate Orbost has been a work-in-progress - sometimes one step forward, two steps back. And Kozikowski, with an encyclopaedic knowledge of the events over the three years, has rarely missed a chance to bring the errors of the Orbost planners' ways to the attention of the public.

His assessment of each move by SALE officials has been clearly articulated in letters of protest to local politicians and Highland Council officials.

The three years of wrangling over Orbost might have been a tempest in a teapot sitting above Orbost, on Macleod's Table - but for the fact that the Orbost plan is so radical that its success or failure could have an impact on the future of land reform in Scotland.

What is being attempted at Orbost is something that hasn't been tried in Scotland since the 1920s, when the government purchased a large tract of land to help house World War I veterans. There are more recent schemes as in Eigg, Assynt and Knoydart - to unite people with the land, wresting it from absentee landlords or corporate conglomerates. But they differ in that an existing community was buying the land for themselves. In Orbost a government agency bought the land and is creating a community.

Robert Muir, chairman of SALE, recently recalled the circumstances that brought about the purchase of Orbost:

"It really came out of the blue when the land went up for sale," he said. It was an opportunity that presented itself at a time when the issue of land ownership was pretty much on the political agenda.

"The historical background is that there is always a shortage of land. It appears there is a lot of land, but for all sorts of reasons, among them ownership, there's not that much land available."

The plan was simple, Muir said. Hunter and HIE proposed to buy the land and map out a plan for developing it in consultation with the community surrounding Orbost. Together they would create a community, and eventually make the community owners of the land. Key to the plan was to bring the community into the decision-making process.

But they had to move quickly to meet the closing date for bids on the land.

In a matter of a few short weeks Hunter and his staff had organised a public meeting in Dunvegan. Except for a few objections from those attending, the Orbost buy-out received resounding approval from the community. And that was the last time anything concerning Orbost won resounding approval at any meeting, public or private.

So, in a bold move on 30th October 1997, HIE made a bid for the land advertised at £400,000. The Free Press later revealed the price paid was £511,000 - something HIE's critics have held over their heads for much of the three years which followed. In November deeds changed hands between HIE and Robert MacDonald, whose family had successfully farmed the land for 40-years.

At the ceremony on Orbost Estate Hunter used the occasion to describe the history of Orbost and the Clearances. Iain Robinson, the then chairman of HIE, spoke of Orbost as "a pilot project where the voice of the people in the area will determine what happens to the land".

For the next three years his successors heard regularly the voice of the people. The arguments were always the same: who can guarantee that there will not be too many houses and too many "incomers"? And always people complained that officials were not listening to the community.

It wasn't until February of 1998 that the Orbost Advisory Committee came into being, made up of members of local community groups, HIE and SALE. Robert Muir, who came on the scene after Hunter moved to become the chairman of HIE, explained:

"The local advisory group was set up because we didn't want to dictate what would go on. We wanted to try to take local views into account. One of the things I suppose emerged was that different groups had different agendas. Some people were very conservative and didn't want to see any change at all. You had another view which said 'all we want is for you to split this up into a number of small units and just get on with it'. You had other people who wanted things like leisure facilities - they wanted a golf course, they wanted land to be used more as a recreational asset for the wider community."
So the work of the committee began slowing. Not many decisions were being made. The democratic process was taking its time.

Mr Muir recalled: "Then people started saying 'You have been far too slow. You haven't done anything.' And on the other hand we had people tell us the pace of change is far too much. "
"One of our difficulties is trying to please everyone and we end up pleasing no one. I think we fell into that trap."
A problem may have been that all sides were working without a blueprint. By late summer, Aberdeen University published a study commissioned by HIE which laid out a multi-option plan for Orbost. It was a potpourri of ideas. With hindsight, Mr Muir said, HIE should have had such a study before they sat down to consult the community.

"We could have sat down with them and said 'Here is what we're going to do' and take this plan and drive this forward. But what we did instead was still to engage in a lot of consultation and what-ifs and let the thing develop organically. I think by us not clearing off and saying this is actually what we are going to do, we really created more of a problem for ourselves because a lot of tensions emerged between the local advisory group and HIE. "

"There was a question of who's actually calling the shots. Were they an advisory group or a decision-making group? We had a couple of difficult meetings. They felt that they didn't have any teeth. "

"We tried to move toward giving them more say. And we set up some procedures. We said 'We will send you all the paperwork on every decision that we have to make". We got into a situation where we'd be copying huge amounts of information and we'd be sending them out and we'd say to the people, "Now you read these papers and come along to the meetings and we'll make decisions." And the whole thing just paralysed.

"There's a huge amount of background information, and if you're going to make informed decisions you need that. The volume perhaps overwhelmed them. I can understand that - that's not criticism."

"I think another point was that at several of those meetings people felt very nervous about making decisions. It's easy to criticise someone else's decisions; but when you're a party to it, the responsibility comes with it. I think that that was also a contributing factor."

AND Robert Muir was right. More and more the committee members didn't feel like they had any teeth. And George Kozikowski, privy to the minutes of those meetings, began writing letters. In November of 1999 he wrote to MP Charles Kennedy: "The past two years have seen a great deal of cosmetic activity on the part of HIE and SALE and it has been obvious from the outset that they had no real idea of how to manage their ill-conceived purchase."

Things became contentious, and the advisory committee members were public about their displeasure. By the new millennium most people in the Dunvegan area were aware of the conflicts between the committee and the officials.

On 1st May 2000 the tide turned against the Orbost plan, when the majority of the people at a public meeting turned their thumbs down on the project.

But by that time the managers of the project had become entrenched and were moving forward to win planning approval. Despite the community's rejection of the development plan local Highland Council members gave it tentative approval. It was all over bar the shouting.

In July, the Orbost Advisory Committee quit in disgust, and it was clear sailing for the SALE managers thereafter. In October the Highland Council's area committee gave its full approval. As the plan stands today, two houses will be built; two workshops will be built; and six smallholdings will be leased.

After the final council approval, even George Kozikowski seemed to think there wasn't much anyone could do but wait to see. He was confident that time would prove him right - Orbost is a pipe dream.

Still he was outraged about what he considered to be the greatest affront to the community. "They came in here to create a community," he said. "What they ignored was that there is already a community here."
How does Jim Hunter feel now? "I always knew it would be a difficult experience," he said. "I said at the beginning 'This is not going to be easy.' We have spent so much time. But the alternative would have been to just take off and do it without input from the people. That wouldn't have been right. "
"This is still a good idea. It will take time. If in 15 years there are 10 or 12 more households on Orbost leading productive lives, then it will be a success. This is not about agriculture. This is about providing people with a piece of land and a livelihood."
Does he have any regrets? "I wish we had been able to form a strong advisory group before we purchased the property, so they were in on the decision from the start," he said.

But there wasn't time.
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