
Building our communities

By Katie Macleod

If, as the dictionary defi nition explains, a 
signature is a “distinctive pattern, product, or 

characteristic by which someone or something 
can be identifi ed,” what would the signature 
of a community look like? What would be its 
distinctive characteristics?

In June of this year, the Education and Children’s 
Services Department at Comhairle nan Eilean Siar set 
out to discover the distinctive characteristics of the 
islands’ communities – in other words, their signatures 
– through a series of workshops held as part of the 
Outer Hebrides Community Signature project.  

The aim of Community Signature is to help 
local authorities to focus on and prioritise what 
services they can deliver, and what the community 
can do for itself.  Following successful workshops 
throughout Lewis and Harris this summer, and with 
more to come in Uist and Barra, the interim results 
of the project were presented to the Education, 
Sports, and Children’s Services Committee on 
September 26th.

“What the Community Signature is highlighting 
for us is that the key areas or strengths in the 
Western Isles are probably very similar to what 
people expect anyway,” says Neil MacLeod, the 
Comhairle’s Learning and Development Service 
Manager, of the results so far.

“What are the good things about living in the 
Western Isles? It’s safety, it’s trust, it’s health and 
wellbeing, it’s our natural assets.” In addition, “people 
feel their aspirations can be met.  It’s a predominantly 
positive picture across the Western Isles.”

Aspects of the community which people didn’t 
feel as positive about came to light when discussing 
the community’s ability to work together, with 
participants highlighting terms like “transparency,” 
“shared vision,” and “engagement.” 

And although these areas were identifi ed as 
needing improvement, they didn’t make the list 
of issues that people felt were a priority.  “All of 

a sudden then, it becomes things like housing, 
employment, transport, making sure there’s 
adequate investment in the area,” explains Neil.  

To get this information from local communities, 
the workshops engaged with community groups 
and residents at all levels, asking them to rate 
elements relating to four conditions – people, 
place, prospects, and planning – by using a colour 
code of red, amber, or green on a chart known as 
a Signature Map.

For example, under “People”, defi ned as 
“the human aspects that contribute to your 
community’s capacity,” participants were asked to 
colour in elements that included community spirit, 
trust and respect.  For “Place”, which looked at the 
“facilities and attributes” of the community, sub-
categories took in areas such as transport, housing, 
and safety.

The same script is followed at every Community 
Signature event, to help ensure that any data 
gathered is as accurate as possible.  By encouraging 
a cross-section of the community to attend, from 
elderly residents to youth groups and sports clubs – 
the workshops help prompt discussion, and offer a 
fuller picture of each individual community’s needs.

Priorities highlighted in these interim results from 
the Community Signature workshops correlated 
closely with those returned by the Western Isles-
wide Place Standards Survey, undertaken by the 
Outer Hebrides Community Planning Partnership 
in February and March 2017.  When the results 
of both surveys were analysed together, the top 
priorities for communities in the islands come out 
as employment, housing, transport, and facilities.

For the Comhairle and the Education and 
Children’s Services Department, the next step is to 
take the data from the Community Signature and 
other projects, and use it to help drive delivery of 
their services.  “We want to encourage people to 
get involved, to have their say and tell us what’s 
important in their communities,” says Neil.  

Council’s bid to get people to sign 
into their community’s future

Participants in the Comhairle’s Community 
Signature workshops are asked to consider 
four conditions.

• People: the human aspects that contribute 
to our community’s capacity.

• Place: the facilities and attributes of place 
that contribute to our community’s capacity.

• Prospects: aspects of our community that 
can help us achieve our aspirations.

• Planning: our community’s capacity to 
work together to develop and design the 
services we need.

By Katie Macleod

It’s widely recognized that the opportunity 
to be have fun, be creative, and develop 

physical literacy through play is important for 
children, particularly in their early years.  

But as public budgets shrink, and the costs 
of maintaining traditional play areas becomes 
challenging, local authorities – including 
Comhairle nan Eilean Siar – are looking at 
alternative ways to provide play space for young 
people.

Over the last two years, council offi cers in 
the Outer Hebrides have been working towards 
developing a sustainable strategy for the play 
parks they maintain.  There are currently more 
than 80 play areas throughout the Outer Hebrides, 
with the standards and equipment at each varying 
widely from one area to the next.  These numbers 
include those traditionally built close to social 
housing and schools, as well as those funded by 
local communities, such as the Eoropie Dunes 
Park in Ness.  

More than 50 of these parks come under the 

council’s remit.  A traditional play area, with a 
multi-function play unit, swings, and roundabouts, 
can cost anywhere in the region of £60,000 - 
£100,000.  Additional costs include the extra 
expense of investing in equipment suited to the 
islands’ climate, as well as the continued upkeep 
of parts, matting, and even fences.  With local 
authority budgets decreasing over the last decade, 
the reality is that not every play area in the islands 
can be maintained or replaced.  

It’s a sensitive topic.  Regardless of how well-
used (or otherwise) a play area is, people want one 
in their neighbourhood.  In order to inform a new 
sustainable strategy for play areas, the Comhairle 
has hosted community surveys and workshops 
on the issue for the past two years, with the latest 
survey taking place earlier this summer.  The 
recent Community Signature surveys carried out 
by Education and Children’s Services also offered 
residents the chance to give their opinion on local 
facilities.

Essentially, “the authority is faced with having 
to reduce the number of play areas it is required 
to maintain, while providing accessible play 

areas throughout the islands,” explains Sports 
Development Services Manager, Iain Campbell.  

One solution the proposed play area strategy 
offers is the utilisation of the islands’ schools as 
community hubs.  This would not only give people 
access to the play areas available in schools, but 
also encourage more of a buy-in to the community 
as a whole, particularly in rural areas.  As Iain 
notes, the schools create a natural chain throughout 
the islands; by making those school play areas 
accessible, while there would be fewer play areas 
overall, the geographic spread of the islands’ 
schools means everyone would have one nearby.

Another possibility is the creation of low-
maintenance, creative play areas.  These more 
natural play environments encourage “free play,” 
which research shows can be even more benefi cial 
to children that the traditional play areas with 
swings, roundabouts, and rubber matting.

Natural-style play areas (or “free range” play 
areas, as some have described them) fi rst became 
popular in Denmark after World War II, and more 
recent versions in the UK have been getting global 
attention for the freedom they offer children to use 

their imagination and create their own worlds.  

In the Outer Hebrides, the local authority 
strategy envisions that these play areas could 
contain tunnels for children to crawl through, 
long grass to play hide-and-seek in, and natural 
materials, such as stones or wood, that they can 
build and create with.  

It’s a scenario that might bring back memories 
for today’s parents, a reminder of their own 
childhood adventures building dens and going on 
adventures outside.  It’s a reminder too, that the 
islands themselves provide what the Comhairle 
strategy calls a “natural playground,” with areas 
where children can play freely in a safe, natural 
environment.

The Comhairle play area strategy reaffi rms 
the importance of young people being creative 
and developing physical literacy through play.  
And while budget cuts may mean fewer overall 
numbers of traditional play areas in the Outer 
Hebrides, the Comhairle’s aim is for its sustainable 
strategy to offer the same level of opportunity for 
children’s play – whether fl ying high on a swing or 
going wild in nature.

Play areas: the challenge of maintaining provision and curbing cost

The current goal is to develop a level of 
participatory budgeting, where local people have 
a say in how, and where, public funds are used to 
address local needs – a budgeting practice currently 
encouraged by the Scottish Government.  In terms 
of the local authority’s planning cycle, it’s hoped this 
engagement will begin towards the end of the year, 
when all Community Signatures have taken place.

 “We need to look at a way of developing 
participatory budgeting that will enable us to take 
the data we’ve got… and work with the community 
to identify what we do with this now,” says Neil.  
“The Community Signature gives a good picture 
for what the people in communities are saying is 
important to them.”
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