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Update April 2019 

One year on since CoDeL's press release on Young Uibhisteach: 
turning the tide of population trends – from Eriskay to Berneray. 

Three key outcomes have emerged from CoDeL's research on young people on Uist (http://
codel.scot/)   

1.  Profile 

The research attracted significant media interest in May 2018, with reports on Scottish and 
Gaelic radio and TV, and in the press (including a page in the Herald), and CoDeL presented on 
the results at the annual gathering of the Scottish Islands Federation (on Tiree, September 
2018), the Scottish Rural Parliament (Stranraer, November 2018) and the Royal Society of 
Edinburgh (RSE) project 'Law, Arts and Island Resilience' led by the Strathclyde Centre for 
Environmental Law and Governance (SCELG) and Glasgow School of Arts (GSA) Reading 
Landscape Research Group ( Strathclyde University May 2019). 

CoDel has also been developing the following activities beyond Scotland 

• Smart Islands in Scotland and Ireland: Supporting Enterprises and Young People, 
funded by Outer Hebrides LEADER  (lead LAG) and four LAGs in Ireland. 

• Cluster-to-cluster cooperation in the North Atlantic food and tourism industry; the road 
to increased economic activity on the extreme edge, supported by NORA. 

• Links with the Odisseu Programme in Catalonia which promotes the return of rural youth 
and employment, facilitated by Scottish Rural Network. 

2.  Islands Revival Project 

CoDeL, the James Hutton Institute, SRUC and Community Land Scotland developed a proposal, 
Islands Revival, to shine a light on examples of demographic turn around on Scottish islands 
which may be hidden within aggregate data, why this is happening on some islands, and what 
can be learnt from this for policy and action amidst the prevailing predictions of steep 
demographic decline in sparsely populated areas of Scotland. 

The project has just (April 2019) received funding from the SEFARI (Scottish Environment, Food 
and Agriculture Research Institutes) Gateway, and is supported by reference groups involving 
other stakeholders like the Scottish Government, HIE, CoSLA, Scottish Rural Network, Scottish 
Islands Federation, Rural Housing Scotland, Westray Development Trust and Island Innovation. 

The project will launch a blog from May to August 2019 on examples of demographic turn 
around, and would welcome contributions from anyone or any organisation that has evidence of 
demographic turnaround on islands or remote rural areas. 

3.  Learning programme for young leaders on Uist 

CoDeL and the Social Enterprise Academy (www.socialenterprise.academy) worked together to 
deliver an accredited leadership programme for younger people on Uist, with funding from the 
Scottish Government (Rural Economy and Communities Division). 

Thirteen young people, most in their 20s, participated in the programme, engaging in three two-
day modules from November 2018 to February 2019.  The learning programme was characterised 
by experiential or action learning, a strengths-based approach, peer learning within the group 
and co-coaching.  As part of the programme the young leaders developed plans for future action 
that they might want to pursue individually or together. 

http://codel.scot/
http://codel.scot/
http://www.socialenterprise.academy/scot/


Significant outcomes from the programme: Peer network 
From the start the participants were energised by meeting and engaging with their peers, across 
islands, across sectors.  While some of them knew each other, it was striking how much benefit 
they derived from getting to know their peers, reducing their sense of isolation, and co-creating 
together, from future visions for the islands to joint plans.  This outcome was the first to 
emerge, but also to remain throughout the programme and beyond – the young people continue 
to meet.  The impact of such a peer network for young people who have made the decision to 
stay, settle or return to the islands is probably the most significant of the leadership programme. 

When asked “What do you feel was the most helpful aspect of the programme / what has had 
the greatest impact?”, half the respondents suggested peer networking (“Meeting other driven 
young people”).  As two participants commented, 

“The network built over the 3 sessions has shown me that I am not alone in waiting to see 
positive change in Uist.  This has given me greater confidence in my voice.” 

“I have more of the tools now to make things happen, a supportive group around me and 
room for collaborations.” 

It is peer networking that is likely to have contributed significantly to the participants' overall 
feelings about the programme: empowering, wonderful, inspiring, life-changing, exciting, 
enlightening, reassuring, a beginning, invigorating. 

Personal development 
The participants gained greater self-confidence and voice through the programme, as the 
following examples of feedback provide: 

• The greatest change has been a better understanding of my own instincts and behaviour, 
allowing me to consciously improve them in future. 

• I think my empathy has improved, but also my ability to stand up and stay strong for 
what I believe in. 

• I've learnt a lot about my leadership style and what I would like to make happen on Uist. 
• I have more confidence and have developed strategies that I can apply to a number of 

situations. 
• I have reflected and identified ways in which to lead a group effectively, fairly and 

efficiently 
• I feel stronger in myself which has helped me have faith in my working abilities. 
• This course has made me a better person as well as a better leader. 

Impact on organisations 
Some of the participants were employed by local organisations that have seen an impact on their 
staff.  One CEO commented: 

“The feedback from them has been absolutely wonderful. They loved the topics, the speakers, 
the coaching and the chance to meet and network with others.  I have seen real professional 
development and a huge growth in their confidence. Having access to a programme of this 
quality, locally, is incredibly important. This is the kind of initiative that brings young talented 
people back to Uist and also helps keep them here.” 

Another reported that the leadership programme has given their staff member a much greater 
level of connectedness, also noting that this would make them more likely to stay. 

Participants themselves mentioned better relationships with their line managers, feeling “much 
more empowered and capable of making change and taking initiative”, “taking on more 
responsibility, and with confidence”, being “more aware of staff learning and stress 
management styles”, “improved communication with key stakeholders to enact change”, and 
“being able to focus on my own projects rather than relying on someone to tell me what to do”. 

Focus on future action 
During the learning programme participants created joint visions for the future of Uist and 
developed their own ideas to contribute to a positive future for the islands.  These ideas 



involved Gaelic and crofting, music, arts, and festivals, the environment and renewable energy, 
addiction services, local and national democracy. 

Feedback from the group on what they wanted to achieve over the next year focused on action, 
for example: 

• This programme has already inspired me to initiate an independent project, and I will 
continue to push that forward. 

• I have several personal dreams that I'd never opened up about and that I am now 
pursuing with determination. 

• Have the confidence to lead on more projects to involve the wider community in the 
visual arts, etc. 

• to use the skills and knowledge I have developed to form collaborations with others, feel 
more confident in my business, and understand the process. 

• Get a plan going and start with group established. 
• I hope to share my knowledge with others and develop a clearer vision for my future 

project. 

Perhaps most importantly, several participants have been able to progress their plans: 
• securing new funding to deliver a new post-detox recovery service, which was judged by 

the funder to be an outstanding application 
• launching a Gaelic book club 
• launching a business providing dance classes to children and adults 
• planning an environmental event that has become an increasingly large project (“exciting 

as well a little daunting”) 
• developing plans for a food business start-up, with potential pop-up food events 

Other actions have been two participants attending Scotland's Arctic Day event in Inverness, and 
contributing to the young and rural workshop.  Several participants are also progressing their ILM 
accredited qualification in leadership based on the learning programme. 

In addition, two young people, Jonny Ingledew and Ceit MacDonald, who gave an inspirational 
talk at the young leaders programme on their business plans, have just launched their North Uist 
Distillery. 

The Scottish Government funding was in part to see whether the research and follow-up action 
could be replicated in other areas of remote and rural Scotland.  Participants on the leadership 
programme were very willing to recommend the programme to others, with one commenting: 
“Fantastic course.  Get this programme run widespread in all communities”. 

CoDeL has already liaised with partners on the Isle of Lewis, on Tiree and in Kintyre (including 
Islay), who would like to adapt the approach used on Uist over the past decade, including the 
research on young people and the leadership programme, to their own island/remote rural 
communities.  Unfortunately our recent application to a highly oversubscribed fund to enable all 
these partners, and the Social Enterprise Academy, to work together was not successful.   

  





The Young Uibhisteach                         June 2018 

Introduction 

A piece of work to estimate an apparent increase in young returners to Uist was undertaken to try and 
quantify those who had returned, stayed and come to live in Uist. 

Anecdotal evidence seemed to indicate the tide turning, with young people undertaking and creating 
business opportunities such as Coral Box in Berneray (finalist in the 2018 Scottish Rural Awards Business 
Start-up Category), Berneray Bikes and Berneray Bistro, to the number of new skilled jobs in 
organisations such as Cothrom, Ceolas , Stòras Uibhist and CnES apprenticeships. 

Other evidence includes: 
• The two mother and tots groups in North Uist “has now doubled in number” with around 20 ‘tots’, 

likewise another dozen or so meet in Benbecula. 

• The Agricultural Committees age profile for both North Uist and South Uist is now a generation 
younger than a decade ago 

• The local midwives cited 13 births in December alone. 

Research methodology 

The survey followed the principles of participatory rural appraisal, which emerged in developing 
countries in the late 1970s in response to the problems and biases of structured surveys, and is now 
widely practised across the globe.    The techniques involved are based on the principle that local people 
“can and should be enabled to analyse their own reality” (Robert Chambers). 

The survey was a cross-sectional study of young people residing on Uist conducted from August 2017 to 
March 2018.  The researchers, all themselves local residents, drew on their own knowledge and asked 
other residents about the people they knew who had stayed, returned or settled in their area.  This 
quickly led to a list of over 350 young people currently residing here, which island they lived on, what 
jobs they had and how many children they had.  A facebook post then generated 146 responses, which 
added a further 100 young people to the sample. 

The work was undertaken by: Codel , Community Development Lens, who are Theona Morrison, Thomas 
Fisher and Gemma Steele, herself a young returner. 

¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ 

“I finished high school and wanted to get as far away from here as possible.  I wanted to see the big bad 
world.  I went to Kenya to work with orphaned children and then to Glasgow, to study occupational 
therapy.  After seven years, I was desperate to come home.”  Gemma Steele, returner 

“It feels part of our culture and heritage, there’s a big interest in Gaelic and it’s something I would like 
to keep up with the children learning too.”  Calum Fraser, teacher training to deliver GME, newcomer 
with young family 

“Just listened to the piece on Radio Scotland. Excellent! Myth busting is the way that new ideas get 
picked up in academic literature. This is much more important though – it’s really important that rural 
policy is not based upon what one economist called “stylised fallacies”. I’m currently trying to write a 
working paper about foresight scenarios for the SPA – your work is very inspiring and encouraging.  
Thanks!”  Dr Andrew Copus, Research scientist at the James Hutton Institute 

 



Demographic profile of cohort 

469 young people in sample.  Of these 455 have been identified as returners, newcomers or 
stayers. 

These are economically active young people, post school, often with young families. Cannot define by 
age but estimate from local knowledge that cohort weighted to those from post-school into early 20s and 
early 30s. We have endeavoured to exclude any we thought were 40 or over (sensitive to be precise!). 

Returners 

Out of the 469 young people, 138 are returners, 225 have stayed, and 92 are new to the 
community (the remaining 14 could not be allocated to these categories). 

Three out of 10 of the young people identified in the cohort are returners. 

And the returners are responsible for bringing an additional 22 (out of 92) newcomers to the islands as 
their partners.  Returnees to the islands and their partners who are newcomers make up 35% of the 
young people identified in the study. 

¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ 

“... gone are the days when it was just Carinish Hall on a Friday night. There’s more cultural things 
going on,  there’s kick boxing now, there’s yoga.”  Uist vet Ealasaid Dick who has returned to her roots 
after studying in Edinburgh. 

“Social life here on Uist is so much better than in Glasgow.  In Glasgow we just went to the local pub, 
here we end up going to ceilidhs and community events, and get involved in helping out in these 
activities.”  Participants at a meeting of young returners in autumn 2017 

“There is a safe feeling her that you don't get elsewhere.  You can't get takeaways and cinema all the 
time, so when you do have them, they're more enjoyable.”  Gemma Steele 

“Oh very interesting Theona, thanks very much. I'm going to share it with some cousins who were at 
home over the holiday and asking lots of questions. Thanks.”  Angus MacLennan, Senior Charge Nurse, 
Uist and Barra Hospital (returnee to Loch Portain).  Has one cousin who is also a returnee who 
presents programmes on Radio nan Gaidheal daily – from Uist. 

“We are used to people coming back for a long time, but they would do so after retiring.  Then, about 
20 years ago, folk would be moving back in their 40s.  But now they are coming back in their 20s and up 
to 30.  The youth sees the way of life and all that is linked to it as something far more important, and 
sees value in their heritage, and they are coming back for that.”  Pàdruig Morrison 

“Hi Thomas, Theona and Gemma.  Many thanks for share this encouraging information. If the word 
‘sustainable’ is to mean anything in relation to our island and remote communities it will rely on 
population growth. For so many reason, familial and cultural links, it’s particularly pleasing to read the 
information regarding ‘returners’. Taing mhòr.”  John Finnie MSP 

“Real change happens in places led by people, not at government level.  The tide is turning because the 
jobs that kept people in the 10th floor of expensive flats in cities do not now require to be city-based.”   
Chair of the OECD Working Party on Rural Policy 

“What is happening here is part of a global trend.  The Economist itself picked up on this in Japan, and 
in Britain there is a new organisation, with more than 300,000 members, which helps people 'escape the 
city'.  Young people no longer need to leave remoter areas to be connected into the modern world – 
through social media, you can now be linked to people across the globe, whether to family and friends, 
movements, superstars, the latest trends, etc.  We only need a tiny part of this global trend to make a 
huge difference to our islands and their sustainability.”  Thomas Fisher 

 



Children 

The cohort of 469 young people have 215 children (primarily pre and primary school age) 
and 38 babies (the latter almost equates to the 37 registered births for 2017). 

Note that returners are parents of 106 children and babies, in other words of 42% of the 
children and babies identified. 

Of these 106 children and babies, some (23) are children of couples where one has stayed and one has 
returned.  However, there are also 20 children from couples where both partners are new to the islands, 
and a further 25 where one partner is new and one has stayed. 

This means that children of parents who are exclusively returnees or newcomers (no stayers) make up 
41% of all the children and babies identified. 

This would explain what many people in the community have noticed anecdotally – there seem to be 
more children in play groups and schools. 

¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ 

“We are very excited to be part of this upward trend and we are looking forward to putting down roots 
properly soon.”  Newcomer, married to a returner, with a young family of two.  Bought a house in 
Locheport, North Uist.   Locheport has in recent years experienced a rise from just 2 children to 15! 

“My child has made more progress in the first few months in school here than in a whole year in 
Glasgow”.  “School children now have a huge choice of affordable activities and clubs outside school: 
football, athletics, swimming and kickboxing, music and instrumental classes, Highland and Irish 
dancing, drama ...”  Two parents, both newcomers.   

“Comparing the data on registered births with current school enrolment on Uist in the 8 years from P1 
to S1, the number of children in each year is always higher than the registered births for that year 
group, 24 percent higher on average (ranging from 7 per cent higher for the current P3 to 77% for the 
current P6). The data therefore suggests that each year there is an inflow of children from parents 
returning or settling on Uist.”  Thomas Fisher 

¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ 

In-Migration 

Returners and all the newcomers make up half the young people identified in the survey. 

All the children and babies of returners and newcomers (including those who are partners of parents who 
have stayed) total 151, in other words 6 out of 10 of all the children and babies identified. 

In-migration (returners and newcomers) is making a significant contribution to the young 
adult population (half of our cohort of young people) and is responsible for between 40 and 
60 per cent of all the children and babies identified (depending on whether we include, or not, 
those children and babies who have one parent who has stayed). 

¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ 

“... and It’s all worked out, swapped a three hour commute every day for a ten minute a day commute. 
It’s just brilliant.”  “We feel very settled and this whole experience [of meeting with the BBC journalists] 
has made us realise how much we love it here.”  Alex and Emilie Druie who moved with their young 
family from Manchester after Alex found a job as an architect on Uist. 

“I saw the article yesterday and found it so encouraging!  I absolutely love it out here.”  Ellis O’Connor, 
artist, photographer, writer, and partner of young returner 

 



“You can't watch YouTube because it drains the internet.  I can't Skype my parents in Rhode Island.  But 
you get acclimatised.  It's like 'Oh well, I'll not be watching Netflix, so I might as well go and speak to 
the neighbours.”  Liam Crouse, Gaelic media and communications officer, Ceolas 

“On my way in to work this morning, I was pleased to listen to an article on BBC Radio Scotland about 
the population boost in Uist.  My colleague Theona Morrison has tirelessly promoted the importance of 
this – and regularly informs me of babies born and new families arriving.  It’s great to hear, and the 
optimist in me hopes we may be turning a corner in terms of halting the depopulation of the islands.  To 
my mind, this is the most urgent issue we face as a community.  As the authors of the report argue, 
‘strategic plans for service delivery are being framed in a time of austerity for such areas as Health and 
Social Care, but it is vital that the young economically active who have made Uist their home are 
counted and planned for, rather than simply aligning services against the trend of an ageing population. 
It is the young economically active that are the key to the sustainability of Uist.’  Dr Ron Culley, Chief 
Officer Health and Social Care, 112th weekly newsletter/blog 

Employment Trends  

Our analysis adds some additional interest because of the different distribution within sectors for jobs 
done by returners, newcomers and stayers.  For example, 

Five sectors in the PRIVATE SECTOR are particularly important for creating/sustaining jobs for young 
people:  

• Marine based jobs on the islands, as well as jobs in construction and in hospitality & retail, create 
the most jobs identified in the survey.  These three sectors are particularly important for allowing  
young people to stay on the islands:  almost 7 out of 10 of the jobs identified in these three 
sectors were employing young people who stayed. 

• Within transport and utilities & services (now all privatised), the proportion of young people who 
have stayed is also high (30 out of 40 jobs identified). 

• In fact young stayers working in the private sector (in these five sectors plus those running their 
own business) account for 7 out of 10 of the jobs for stayers that the survey identified.   

The PUBLIC SECTOR is also important for creating/sustaining jobs for young people 

• The public sector, especially health but also education, delivers significant jobs for young people.  
In contrast to the private sector, the public sector is more prominent in attracting returners: half 
of these public sector jobs identified have gone to returnees, with a further 22% to newcomers. 

The COMMUNITY SECTOR 

• The community sector is particularly important for the local island economies in Uist.  In 2013 the 
sector generated almost 12% of the jobs outside of the public sector.  This is borne out by this 
survey.  Indeed it suggests that the community sector generates 10% of all the jobs for young 
people (in all three sectors: public, private and third).  The survey suggests that the sector 
attracts returners, newcomers and stayers in equal measure, with slightly more jobs taken up by 
returnees. 

LAND-BASED JOBS 

• The 10 young people whom the survey identified as engaged in crofting is likely to be a significant 
undercount, as most young crofters in our survey will have been identified by their paid job, and 
not as crofters.  Note again that the age profile for both the agricultural committees for North 

 



Uist and South Uist is now a generation younger than a decade ago.  Others who work ‘on the 
land’ include the essential vets, the Agricultural College and game-keeping. 

• Those working in such land-based jobs are primarily young people who have returned or stayed, 
with less newcomers finding jobs in this sector.  

Many young people create their own jobs by setting up MICRO-BUSINESSES and being SELF-
EMPLOYED 

• The survey identified at least 37 young people who have set up in business – over 8% of young 
people in the survey.  If we add crofters, then well over 10% of the young people run their own 
businesses.  And the proportion of businesses set up by returners, newcomers and those who have 
stayed is roughly equal (14, 10 and 13 respectively) 

• The type of businesses set up by these young people is varied: builders and trades; hairdressers 
and beauticians; landscape gardening and grass cutting; cafe and pub; architects; gift shop; IT 
based services (4 newcomers and 1 returnee); dog grooming; craft businesses and knitwear; 
photography and music; bike hire; childminding; and a planned distillery. 

 ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ ¤ 

“There is a growth in terms of businesses and community groups in Uist just now.”  Pàdruig Morrison 

“We wanted to re-establish the pub, we have knitting groups, we sell fishing permits, we have meetings 
here, quizzes, music nights.  I grew up spending lots of time surfing, boogie boarding and talking with 
friends around bonfires.  Helping with the crofts, thrashing and bailing.  It's a different life from 
Glasgow, and a totally different pace of life.”  Eilidh Murray, who returned with her husband and 
their child to run the Westford Inn on North Uist, after 14 years of working for Lloyds in Glasgow.  
The pub has become the heart of a vibrant young community.   

“The trend of young people returning appears to continue. The Politician pub on Eriskay has just been 
bought by three young people who grew up on Eriskay and are now returning from Glasgow. This means 
that the Berneray Shop and Bistro, the Westford Inn on North Uist, Kildonan Cafe on South Uist and the 
Politician have all been taken over by returners. This demonstrates the optimism about Uist's future 
among young people here on the islands”  Gemma Steele 

MORE RESPONSES TO THE RESEARCH 

“It’s a fantastic thing you are doing and hopefully it will help encourage others to come back home or 
move in.” 

“Just wanted to say congratulations !  .  It must be so nice to see Uist on the big screen again and all 

from your hard work and passion! Granny said it was lovely to hear a positive story in the morning ! ”  
Ealasaid Dick - Vet

“Brilliant research you carried out!”  Newcomer working for RSPB 

“There's an anecdote about the poet Duncan Ban MacIntyre.  He wrote a love song to his wife, and one 
guy who had heard it stopped him and his wife in the street.  He said, 'She's not as pretty as you say.'  
MacIntyre replied, 'Ah, but you've not seen her with my eyes.'”  Liam Crouse, who admits some will 
always struggle to see why a younger person would opt for such a remote life! 

 



“Clearly young people and young families want to settle on Uist.  And the reasons in all the surveys are 
the same: because of the environment, safety, peace and quiet, and strong sense of community.”  
Thomas Fisher 

“We’re at a critical time where we need to see the right support and initiatives taken forward for young 
people to be able to return or move to rural areas. It’s encouraging to see the actions you’ve been 
taking having such an impact and as you say, the actions of others elsewhere too.”   Emma Cooper, 
CEO, Scottish Rural Action (Scottish Rural Parliament) 

“Thanks for your e-mail. It was most interesting to note the potential to undertake further research 
looking at the possible influence of community land buyouts on population growth.”  Lorne MacLeod, 
Scottish Land Commission  

“It was great to meet you too and thanks so much for the exciting news about the increase in life in the 
Uists!  The question that immediately pops into my head, is why?!  Sounds like follow up research 
needed. Have you read any James Hunter, like his millenium history of the Highlands and Islands? He 
points towards the Highlands and especially the Islands being most successful when power is devolved to 
the greatest possible extent. I’m not sure if that is happening politically, but perhaps in practical and 
economic terms people in the Uists are funding themselves able to wrest back control of their own 
destinies and communities?”  Andrew Donaldson, Comrie Croft, working on regenerating the area, 
bringing young people back, building affordable housing. 

“Thank you so much for sending this on. I also will pass it on to colleagues involved in influencing 
services and supporting Uist activities as this does show a change and therefore an evolution of service 
planning required.  Leis gach deagh dhùrachd/ thank you and best wishes” Mairi Buchanan, Senior 
Development Manager, HIE , Stornoway  

 



Employment overview by sector 
Sector Including … Total 

number

Returners Newcomers Stayers

Fishing & 
marine

Fishing, diving, fishfarms, 
fish processing

42 9 4 29

Community 
sector

Community orgs and social 
enterprises

34 12 11 11

Business Self-employed, small 
business

30 13 7 10

Construction Building companies, 
builders, tradesman

29 5 1 23

Health & 
social care

Care, hospital, medical 
practices, dentistry

29 12 6 11

Education Schools, sports, childcare 27 14 6 7

Other public 
services

CnES, Police, Fire, HIE 9 4 3 2

Hospitality & 
retail

Hotels, shops, coop 24 5 5 14

Transport Airport, lorries, buses, 
garages

20 6 1 13

Croft/land 
based

crofting, landscaping, vets 17 7 1 9

Ferries & off-
shore

Calmac, oil, etc. 16 10 1 5

Utilities & 
services

BT, SSE, Water, Post, Banks 14 1 2 11

Arts & crafts Photography, musicians, 
film

14 5 3 6




