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Dear Convener, 
 
Follow-up from the evidence session with the Rural Economy and Connectivity 
Committee on 13 November in relation to the National Islands Plan 
 
I welcomed the opportunity to answer the Committee’s questions at the evidence session 
held on 13 November 2019, and believed it to be a very fruitful meeting. The feedback and 
input that we received from the Committee was extremely helpful as we worked to finalise 
the National Islands Plan. I hope that much of what was discussed has now been reflected in 
the final version of the Plan which and that we can continue to work productively together as 
we move into the implementation phase.  
 
The attached annexe contains a list of answers to the questions that were presented in your 
follow-up correspondence. I hope they are useful.  
 
Thank you again for you helpful input the National Islands Plan and I look forward to coming 
back to update the Committee on our progress. 
 
 
 

 
Paul Wheelhouse 
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Annexe  
 

1. Lessons learned from Finland 
 

• Maureen Watt asked if there is anything that Scotland can learn from the 
experience of Finland introducing an island plan (OR col 23). 

 
In 1949, the Finnish Government appointed a long-term committee to address islands issues 
and the Island Development Act was introduced in 1981. Their Island Development 
Programme, has been the main tool in the implementation of the island policy.  
 
The comparisons between Finnish Island Policy and Scottish Island Policy are found in the 
introductions of the 1981 place-based Islands Act and our own recently introduced Islands 
(Scotland) Act 2018. It is therefore crucial that the Finnish experience of the Act and its 
subsequent implementation are examined to determine whether there are any transferable 
good practices for us here in Scotland.  

 
The Committee may wish to note that: 

 

− Finland’s Island Committee is a permanent statutory advisory body that operates in 
connection with the Department for Regional Development of the Ministry of 
Employment and the Economy. This Committee participates in the development of 
island areas jointly with municipalities, regions, state authorities and other parties. 

− Many archipelagos have national parks and conservation areas, which encourage 
biodiversity and promote sustainable tourism. Landowners receive appropriate 
compensation for this. 

− Development projects have allowed for more flexible town planning and exceptional 
permit policies.  

− Finland’s island policy is also linked to the EU’s policies on the use and maintenance 
of coastal and maritime areas. The Island Committee maintains contact with other 
European island regions, for instance through the Conference of Peripheral Maritime 
Regions. 

 
My officials remain in close contact with researchers based in Finland, and will continue this 
dialogue in order to inform the upcoming Implementation Route Map which will support the 
National Islands Plan. This includes an in-depth analysis of the Island Development 
Programme and specific island projects that have improved the lives of island communities 
and encouraged repopulation.  

 
In addition, we have commissioned some research into other island communities in for 
example Canada, Denmark and the Faroe Islands to inform our thinking on initiatives to 
reverse depopulation of island and rural communities. 



 
 

2. Ferries 
 

• Colin Smyth asked how would you respond to the evidence that the Committee has 
received on the [National Islands] Plan stating that the Plan says very little about 
non-car journeys made on the islands, and that sustainable and active travel is 
hardly included (OR col 25).  
 

I listened carefully to the Committee and asked my officials to revisit the Transport chapter of 
the National Islands Plan. The Plan now recognises the importance of air, road, ferry, bus 
(and other shared transport), active travel and mainland rail services to islands communities. 
We have emphasised this in the Plan and have included the following specific commitment 
under Strategic Objective 3 to address active travel: 
 

‘Work with local authorities and communities to improve walking and cycling 
infrastructure, the design of place and access to bikes, facilities, promotion and 
education to make walking and cycling the most popular choice for shorter, every day 
journeys including as part of multi-modal journeys.’  

 
On the issue of inter-island travel, the Plan also recognises that adequate transport links 
between islands is important and links to the National Transport Strategy (NTS2), the second 
Strategic Transport Projects Review (STPR2) and the next Ferries Plan, to review and 
promote integration between ferries and other modes of transport on the mainland and 
islands. In this way, we will continue to ensure that the transport system works for our island 
communities.   
 
The NTS2 recognises Scotland’s regional differences including acknowledging the additional 
costs for inter-island travel. It notes the importance of people living in island, remote and 
rural communities having equitable access to services as those living in the rest of the 
country. A number of policies are set out to help address the NTS2’s challenges and to 
achieve its vision and priorities.  The final version of the NTS2 was laid before Parliament on 
5 February 2020 and has now been published online.  
 
Furthermore the STPR2 is currently considering island connectivity with the aim of providing 
recommendations on future investment in the strategic transport system in the context of the 
NTS2’s priorities and embedding the sustainable transport and sustainable investment 
hierarchies. The STPR2 will gather evidence across all modes of transportation in respect of 
strategic movement for both passengers and freight, informing national infrastructure and 
related investment.   
 
The outcomes from the STPR2 will help make Scotland more accessible for residents, 
visitors and business, creating better connectivity with sustainable, smart and cleaner 
transport options, highlighting the vital contribution that transport investment can play in 
enabling and sustaining Scotland’s economic growth. 
 

• The Convenor asked for timescales for the Ferries Plan. 
 
The Committee will know that this Scottish Government produced the first comprehensive 
Ferries Plan in 2012, based on the needs of communities.  This set out our ambitious plans 
for Scotland’s ferry services up to 2022.  The majority of commitments set out in the Ferries 
Plan 2013-22 have been or are being delivered.  
The Ferries Plan included proposals for significant enhancements to summer and winter 
timetables, following an assessment of each island’s needs. Where possible, additional 



 
 

sailings have been added to timetables in summer to cope with increased demand.  The 
number of sailings in winter is reduced compared to summer. 
 
Alongside that work, we review and publish plans for vessel replacement on an ongoing 
basis through the Vessel Replacement and Deployment Plan reports.  Three such reports 
have been published to date; the latest was in January 2018.  We are aiming to publish the 
next Vessel Replacement and Deployment Plan report in the near future. 
 
We have identified the need for a pipeline of vessel and harbour projects; not only for 
CalMac and NorthLink services but also for the services under local authority control.  
We have also undertaken in-depth appraisals of services to Orkney, Shetland and the Outer 
Hebrides and are conducting an evaluation of the impacts of Road Equivalent Tariff. 
 
We intend to bring all of this work together into a single, costed strategy document – a new 
Ferries Plan for the period beyond 2022.  The next Ferries Plan will be focussed on 
delivering the outcomes of wider Scottish Government strategies – the new National 
Planning Framework, National Islands Plan, Strategic Transport Projects Review and 
National Transport Strategy.  
 
This will be an inclusive process, building on the recent extensive and ongoing engagement 
with island and remote/rural communities carried out across Government.  The Plan will be 
concluded by 2022, though we aim to make some key decisions, particularly around vessel 
investment, well before that deadline. 
 
3.  Housing 
 

• Richard Lyle asked if you are confident that the proposals in this Plan can provide 
a remedy for the housing issues that the Committee has heard evidence on, where 
small settlements have the majority of houses being used for short-term holiday 
lets, or lie empty as second homes? How can you reconcile a desire to increase 
sustainable tourism with the issues of lack of affordable housing (OR col 28). 

 
Short-term lets: 
 
I’m very aware that whilst short-term lets can have a positive impact helping to boost tourism 
economy, they can also create additional challenges. That is why we committed in PfG (18-
19) to ‘work with local government, communities and business interests to ensure that local 
authorities have the appropriate regulatory powers to allow them to take the decisions to 
balance the needs and concerns of their communities with wider economic and tourism 
interests.’  
 
The Minister for Local Government, Housing and Planning has just announced a package of 
measures that will enable local authorities to put in place additional controls on short-term 
lets appropriate to their area which delivers on our PfG commitment.  
Regulations giving local authorities powers to license short-term lets and introduce control 
areas will be in place by spring 2021. 
 
You may also be interested to know that the National Islands Plan makes the following 
commitment under Strategic Objective 4: 
 
‘Ensure that the regulation of short-term lets takes account of the unique circumstances of 
island communities and make special provision for them where required’.’1 
                                            
1 The National Islands Plan – Strategic Objective 4 (pg. 39) 



 
 

Empty homes: 
 
As the Committee may know, the consultation process which informed the National Islands 
Plan highlighted that the availability of affordable, fit-for-purpose housing on the islands is a 
challenge for communities.  
 
Our £400,000 annual investment in Scotland’s Empty Homes Partnership and our support 
for the work of dedicated Empty Homes Officers across Scotland is well placed to offer 
support, including to rural and Island communities, on how to take action to return empty 
properties to use.  Empty homes can cause blight, and can have an even more substantial 
effect when fewer homes are available. 
 
Although there is no once-size-fits-all solution as homes become empty for various reasons, 
Empty Homes officers are key to returning empty homes to use and Ministers want to see 
them active in all parts of Scotland.  Approaching the Empty Homes Partnership is a good 
first step for neighbours, communities and local authorities looking for support and advice. 
 
Second homes can offer benefits for some communities, so councils have discretion in how 
they treat these homes for council tax purposes, for example.  We are conscious that 
concentrations of homes empty for substantial periods can also bring negative effects. 
 
We recognise that the challenges around rural housing delivery are complex and vary area 
to area and we are committed to improving rural housing and promoting vibrant rural 
communities through our Housing to 2040 work to develop a vision and route map for our 
homes and communities.   
 
Local authorities are responsible for assessing housing need and demand and setting out 
how requirement for housing will be met. This includes setting out the strategic priorities for 
investment from the Scottish Government Affordable Housing Supply Programme in their 
Strategic Housing Plans, including the size, type and location of housing required. Our 
additional programmes such as the £30 million Rural and Island Funds provide communities 
and organisations in the rural and island areas with a mechanism to support new housing. 
We have committed to explore how the Rural and Islands Funds might be adapted in the 
future to expand the range of options to support housing development in remove and island 
communities.     
 
In September 2019, we published refreshed Local Housing Strategy guidance which asks 
local authorities to set out in their strategies how consultation with island communities has 
helped influence the development of local housing strategy priorities and outcomes.  Each 
local housing strategy should be developed in collaboration with stakeholders, including 
residents and tenants, Forestry and Land Scotland, Scottish Forestry, Small Communities 
Housing Trusts and a range of other community groups, to address the challenges of living 
in more rural areas to effectively deliver housing and housing related services. 
 
Strategic Objective 42 in the National Islands Plan addresses how we will improve housing 
on islands and says that we will ‘ensure that Housing to 2040 truly reflects the distinct needs 
of island communities.’  
 

                                            
2 The National Islands Plan – Strategic Objective 4 (pg. 39) 



 
 

4. Historic Environment 
 

• In your letter to me dated 20 November 2019, you also asked me to  respond 
to you in writing on whether there is scope for a specific  objective to support 
the sustainable management of the historic  environment. 
 
The implementation of the National Islands Plan will build upon the Historic Environment 
Strategy for Scotland. However, following feedback from the Committee, I asked my officials 
to look to strengthen the Plan’s commitments around the Historic Environment.  
 
I am pleased to report that Strategic Objective 11 in the National Islands Plan now 
specifically makes a commitment to ‘support approaches that promote the sustainable 
management of the Historic Environment.’3 
 

 
 

                                            
3 The National Islands Plan – Strategic Objective 11 (pg. 66) 


